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Social Studies Doesn’t Have to Be “Boring": Engaging Secondary Students in Social 
Studies Education Using Student-Centered Strategies and the C3 Framework for Inquiry 
Towards Real-World Social Justice Outcomes 
By Krista Jansen 
 
 
 The way that students have traditionally learned social studies in secondary schools, with 
their teacher at the front of the classroom lecturing as students are expected to take notes and 
memorize facts, is an outdated method. This way of “learning” makes social studies unenjoyable, 
and often makes social studies seem completely unrelated to students’ lives today. These are a 
few reasons why social studies is often considered the least favorite subject of students in school. 
When social studies is taught in ways that piques students’ curiosity and makes curriculum 
relevant to students’ lives, is becomes enjoyable and can even be transformative for a students’ 
education.  
 To develop my ability as a teacher and go beyond the social studies classroom strategies I 
experienced in my secondary education, in this action research I implemented new strategies into 
the classroom where I am student teaching. I implemented lessons that worked towards a goal of 
social justice, using student- centered strategies and an inquiry model of learning for social 
studies from the College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework, with an overall goal of 
engaging students in social studies learning that is relevant to them. Although implementing 
these changes in the classroom was not an easy task, as I found all students needed significant 
scaffolding for this style of learning they were unfamiliar with, the outcome was worthwhile.  
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CHAPTER 1: PHILOSOPHY OF TEACHING 
My Background 
 
My narratives of school and education have been shaped in many ways by my 
experiences growing up and have greatly influenced my own goals and aspirations in becoming a 
teacher.  I have one sibling, my older brother, who had great difficulties in school. From some of 
my earliest memories, I remember my parents struggling to help him get passing grades, 
encouraging him in any way they could, including rewards, punishments, and even bribery. He 
was never really engaged by school. Meanwhile, I was just the opposite. From the very 
beginning I was motivated and excited to learn and be the best student I could be. In fact, 
perhaps I was motivated to be too perfect, as my motivations often came from my increasing 
anxiety. I continued, however, to exceed in school, so the focus for my parents remained on my 
brother and helping him succeed, and I became very independent in my schoolwork. 
I was successful in school, but I continued feeling this overwhelming desire to be perfect. 
The more I succeeded, the more pressure I felt to keep being perfect. This pressure continued to 
intensify until it began to truly weigh on me, especially in high school. Eventually, through 
seeking support, I realized what I had been experiencing for most of my life was generalized 
anxiety and depression. I believe my anxieties often dictated my experience and narrative of 
schooling. I constantly worried about having the answer my teacher was looking for and 
concerned about making my work perfect. It was my anxieties that pushed me to “succeed” and 
“achieve” in school; but little did my family, teachers, and friends know that I was so often 
drowning, cutting corners, and faking a smile just to get through the day. On one hand, I 
witnessed my brother’s narrative of schooling, which was often about his shortcomings and his 
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struggles. However, for me it was always about my potential, but unfortunately often at the 
expense of my mental and emotional health.  
As I progressed in school, my mental health continued to worsen, and the pressure 
increased until the joy of learning was all but gone. I still achieved high grades, but I did so in 
superficial ways without actually caring or learning at all. It’s deeply upsetting to me now that I 
was perceived on the outside as a successful and accomplished student, when on the inside I 
constantly felt like a failure and I frequently didn’t understand what I was learning. These 
reflections of my own schooling have greatly influenced my own beliefs on teaching and 
learning, and my stance on the issues and ideologies that shape our education system.  
My Philosophy of Teaching 
Where do you stand on various philosophies of education? 
 
 As an educator, I have found that my beliefs are most in line with the constructivist 
theory of learning, which derives from the work of psychologist Jean Piaget and his theory of 
cognitive development. Constructivism states that learners actively construct knowledge, 
building on the foundation of what they already know. Every individual has a unique background 
of experiences, so every individual learns and constructs knowledge in different ways that are 
unique to them. I believe this to be true of learning. Based on this theory of learning, my 
personal philosophy of teaching blends the ideas of progressivism and social reconstructivism.  
For myself, progressivism and social reconstructivism guide both how and why I want to 
teach. A key element to progressivism is that learning is active, rather than passive, which echoes 
the constructivist theory of learning. Progressivism emphasizes learning as experience and skill 
building. Progressivism values opportunities for students to actively construct knowledge. 
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Progressivism also values a curriculum that is tailored to students’ individual interests and 
questions, because every student is unique and constructs knowledge in unique ways. For me, 
progressivism means focusing on the backgrounds, needs, and goals of individual students and 
providing opportunities to learn by doing so that each student gets the most out of their 
education. Progressivism guides how I want to teach my students.  
On the other hand, social reconstructivism guides why I want to teach. I believe the 
purpose of education must go far beyond the memorization of facts and figures. Learning content 
is an important aspect of education, but even more important, and too often missing from the 
classroom, is the real-world application of newfound knowledge. My mission as an educator is to 
give students opportunities to take the knowledge they gain in class and use it to make positive 
change in the world. I want my classroom to be a place where students can ask tough questions 
and tackle difficult issues in their community and in the world. Especially in the field of social 
studies, in my experience, learning is focused heavily on memorization of names, dates, places, 
and facts, but in my opinion those items are nothing if students never develop the skills to apply 
their knowledge to the problems of our world today. I want to teach so that I can help my 
students develop the conviction and skills to make our world a better place.  
Where do you stand on the various influences and ideologies that shape our educational 
system? 
 
Smith (1998) establishes a dichotomy between a “classical” theory of learning and the 
“official” theory of learning. The classical approach to learning is based on the ways we learn in 
our early years of life. That is, we learn from those around us and through assimilation of new 
ideas to our current worldview. Learning is continuous, as in we are always learning, and it is 
easy, given that you are interested in what you are learning. On the other hand, the “official” 
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theory of learning, which our educational system abides by, asserts that learning is something 
that is difficult and occasional, which is why we must set structured time for learning. Learning 
in the official theory requires memorization that must be assured by testing. Many of these ideas 
were born out of the industrial era in which public schools as we know them today originated. 
The significant drawback of the official theory of learning, as Smith (1998) asserts, is that things 
we learn through rote memorization and drilling are easily forgotten.   
I see this playing out in our secondary schools, and especially in advanced high school 
courses. Classes in programs such as Advanced Placement (AP) and International Baccalaureate 
(IB) require high test scores to receive credit or recognition by colleges. This system encourages 
teachers to teach directly for the test, making sure they cover every topic no matter how fast they 
have to barrel through lessons, likely losing students’ understanding in the process. This was my 
own experience in AP U.S. History in my sophomore year of high school. In one school year we 
covered Christopher Columbus through Obama’s presidency, which allowed barely enough time 
to cover the facts, let alone understand the larger concepts or think critically about the things we 
were learning. To receive college credit for an AP class, a student must memorize as much 
information as possible and regurgitate it onto a test at the end of the year as fast as possible. In 
my experience, test answers are drilled in class throughout the year, even for the possible essay 
topics. Students are expected to passively absorb information, rather than actively construct 
knowledge, which is why the learning in these classes is fleeting. In these classes, learning is 
difficult, learning is memorizing, and the learning is quickly forgotten after the test. It all follows 
the official theory of learning as discussed by Smith (1998).  
However, when I moved on to college to pursue social studies, I found this was never the 
case in history courses. In college, I was never asked to memorize dates or names to spew onto a 
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test and swiftly forget. College history courses require reading different perspectives to 
encourage critical thinking and establishing my own conclusions about how our world has been 
shaped by the events in our history. It wasn’t until college that I heard the word history used as a 
verb. History is not just names and events, it’s the act of making sense of those names and 
events, which is analysis, critical thinking, and active construction of knowledge. My 
experiences in college history courses were much closer to a classical model of learning and 
have greatly deepened my understanding of history and my ability to think critically.  
Nevertheless, so many of the credits that I earned before stepping foot on a college 
campus were from classes where I memorized facts, crammed for a test, and retained very little 
of what I “learned” afterwards. So many people, even as young as I am, struggle to remember the 
facts we studied and “learned” in high school, and as a society we seem to accept this as normal. 
It has become our narrative that most of our education is fleeting. It’s all facts to be memorized 
for a test then forgotten once we’ve earned our grades. This is a dangerous narrative that 
suggests education, especially history, is not important because we don’t need to know every 
date or fact. However, our education shouldn’t just be years spent learning and forgetting, as 
Smith (1998) points out is the trend of education today. Education, especially in history, should 
be focused in the lens of actively constructing knowledge, thinking critically about what we are 
learning, and applying knowledge to real-world issues of today. 
Where do you stand in regard to teaching with social justice?   
 
 I firmly believe that every student enters the classrooms with the ability and potential to 
succeed. In my opinion, it is wrong to see some students as above average or “gifted” and others 
as below average or “defective”. Rather, every student is different and enters the classroom with 
a unique identity, unique experiences, and unique interests. In situations where a student is 
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viewed as “below average” by educators, especially for students of diverse cultural backgrounds, 
it is most often a case of the school failing the student, not the student failing the school. In 
classrooms where a one-size-fits-all approach is taken and every student is taught as if they are 
the same, students from diverse backgrounds tend to be marginalized because their education 
doesn’t take into account their identity or past experiences, which is not culturally responsive 
teaching. Being grounded in constructivism, I believe we build knowledge based on our previous 
knowledge and experiences. Therefore, when education ignores the cultural assets and 
backgrounds of students, those students have a much more difficult time succeeding.  
The classroom should be a place where every student is challenged to rise to their 
potential, but in my experience, school curriculum tends to miss the mark of what it means to 
challenge students. Oftentimes in education we fall into the belief that more is better. That is 
certainly the case in advanced classes in programs such as AP and IB. As previously discussed, 
my experience of learning in these classes was very shallow and based in memorization. The 
greatest challenge was cramming as much information into my short-term memory as possible 
for a test. I did not grow as a learner when I learned in this way. Even outside of advanced 
classes, in all high school classes, the focus is too often on “getting through the material”. We 
move linearly through the information we need to cover, ignoring the fact that, if we move on 
before students understand the first concept, any further teaching is going to be missed due to a 
gap in understanding. This is especially true if the curriculum is not culturally responsive and 
students from culturally diverse backgrounds are left behind as the content quickly progresses.  
The very concept of a tracking system where we have “advanced” courses and “regular” 
courses in middle and high schools works against teaching with social justice because it supports 
the idea that some students have a higher potential than other students. As I have learned in my 
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classes focused on teaching with social justice, these tracking systems in secondary schools can 
create segregation among students that disproportionately advantages white, middle-class 
students while leaving low-income students and students of color behind. Irizarry (2015) 
discusses how tracking systems in high schools tend to segregate students due to the deficit 
perspective many hold for low-income students and students of color. Irizarry (2015) found these 
students to be “significantly overrepresented in the lowest, least academically rigorous tracks” 
while white middle-class students were overrepresented in the most rigorous advanced tracks (p. 
69). Educators tend not to recommend low-income students and students of color to these 
programs because they don’t believe they have the skills or capabilities to succeed, which limits 
these students’ opportunities as they progress and seek higher education.  
As an educator I believe every student, no matter their background, has the potential to 
succeed in school and go on to accomplish anything they believe in. Rather than separate 
students on a false pretense of “ability”, all students must be challenged in a classroom setting 
that is culturally responsive and focused on the individual interests, needs, and goals of each 
student.  
Where do you stand with reference to those who lead our school districts and the decisions 
that they make for you as a teacher?  
 
I believe the greatest detriment of our education system, which is encouraged by the 
policy makers and leaders that govern our school districts, is the emphasis on “achievement” of 
students rather than authentic learning. American social scientist and educational author Alfie 
Kohn speaks outwardly about the difference of achievement and learning, and how the 
significant emphasis on grades in our schools actually has a negative impact on student learning. 
Kohn (2009) discusses how grades detract from learning because they disengage students in 
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what they are learning and make students less likely to take on challenges or take risks in their 
learning. Students tend to be more interested in earning a specific grade than learning the subject 
at hand. When grades are involved students tend to choose the quickest and easiest way to get to 
the grade they desire, rather than challenging themselves, taking risks, or thinking creatively. For 
these reasons, it is to our students’ detriment that grades hold such high stakes in our educational 
system. As I discussed before, my own experience in high school often became about earning a 
grade rather than learning or growing as a student.  
Pink (2009) refers to a study that demonstrates how rewards destroy creativity. The study 
involved participants completing a task for time. One group of participants were told they were 
doing the task simply to find the average time people could complete it in, another group was 
offered a cash reward for completing the task the fastest. The study was done with two variations 
of the task. In one variation, the task was simple and straightforward with clear instructions. The 
participants in the group who were offered a cash reward consistently completed this task the 
fastest. However, in the other variation, the participants were given a problem to solve that 
required some creative thinking. In this version, the group offered the reward consistently took 
several minutes longer to solve the problem and complete the task than the control group. Pink 
(2009) uses this study to demonstrate that rewards impede creative thinking and problem solving. 
Rewards can motivate people to do simple, passive activities more efficiently, but learning is not 
a simple, passive activity. As the theory of constructivism asserts, learning is active. Authentic 
learning involves critical thinking and creative problem solving which, as demonstrated in the 
experiment discussed by Pink (2009), rewards destroy.  
Watching the presentation by Pink (2009) helped me realize that the reward system of 
grades destroyed my own creative thinking in my high school experience. I was the student who 
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was very motivated to earn the high grade, but I never took intellectual risks or challenged 
myself in my learning. I was very narrow-minded and did the tasks I had to do to earn the grade, 
whether I was actually learning or not. From my own experience I know that rewards destroy 
critical thinking and creative problem solving, and they can also destroy learning. As a teacher, I 
may have to abide by specific standards and give students grades at the end of the term, but I do 
not want this idea of “achievement” to be the main emphasis in my classroom. I want to create 
an environment where students ask tough questions and challenge themselves because they want 
to learn, not because there is a grade involved.  
What kind of classroom environment do you feel is conducive to learning?  
 As I have asserted previously, I believe students construct knowledge by doing. Learning 
involves asking questions, conducting research, critical thinking, and problem solving. 
Additionally, students construct knowledge based on their previous knowledge and experiences. 
Students tend to have questions about the things that impact their lives the most. Therefore, 
students are more engaged and motivated to learn when the learning is tied directly to their own 
experiences and interests. With all of this in mind, I believe a learner-centered classroom is an 
environment that is the most conducive to learning. By learner-centered classroom, I mean a 
classroom where curriculum is developed based on students’ questions and interests, and 
students play an active role in exploring and constructing knowledge and solving problems that 
go beyond the classroom.  
 In my school experience, most of my classes took a teacher-centered approach. 
Especially in the field of social studies, most classes took the format of teacher-centered lectures, 
with very little student investigation or experience-based learning. I feel this is not conducive to 
learning because it is not engaging for students, nor does it provide opportunities for students to 
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actively construct knowledge. Teacher-centered lectures also tend to focus on disseminating 
information and students memorizing what they are told, rather than actually applying 
knowledge, which is a shallow kind of “learning”. My philosophy of teaching is grounded in the 
idea that students learn by doing, so my commitment is to work with students to create authentic 
learning experiences where they can apply their knowledge to real-world issues and find 
solutions to the questions they bring to the classroom.  
My mission statement as a teacher 
I want to be a teacher who provides a positive, safe space for students and instills the 
belief in every student that they can succeed. I hold the belief that every student, no matter their 
background, has the capabilities to succeed in school and reach their goals in life, no matter what 
those goals may be. Because of this, I see a need to reform systems and structures that 
disproportionately benefit some students, while leaving others behind, such as advanced tracks in 
our middle and high schools, and it is my mission to advocate for equity in education. 
Furthermore, I believe learning is an active process in which learners must construct their own 
knowledge. Therefore, students must take an active role in their learning. Rather than expecting 
students to passively listen and memorize, my mission is to have students in my classes explore, 
discover, collaborate and create, in order to build their knowledge. As an educator, it is my 
responsibility to work with students to deliver engaging and culturally responsive lessons that are 
differentiated to their interests and needs as learners. Engaging lessons and application of 
knowledge are central to authentic learning.  
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Into Action Research 
In my mission statement above, I wrote that one of my priorities as an educator is to 
“create a positive, safe space for all students''. In my action research that follows, my aim was to 
work towards these goals as an educator. A key aspect of creating a positive, safe space for all 
students is becoming a culturally responsive educator, which is an ongoing learning process. As I 
have explained, my conviction to be an educator is greatly influenced by social reconstructivism. 
I believe an important aspect of education is encouraging students to use their newfound 
knowledge to think critically about and develop solutions to problems in the world. This 
coincides with one aspect of culturally responsive teaching, which is teaching for social justice. 
Teaching for social justice means providing students opportunities to explore social issues that 
are relevant to them and their communities. This is an aspect of education that I believe is 
lacking in classrooms today, which is why, in my action research, my goal was to develop my 
own abilities to teach towards social justice in the classroom.  
Another important goal I laid out in my mission statement is to “create a classroom 
environment focused on active learning rather than passive learning”. As I’ve discussed, I 
believe a classroom environment conducive to active learning is one that is learner centered. 
However, in my own schooling, I mostly experienced classrooms and strategies that were teacher 
centered. In my action research to follow, I also wanted to develop my own abilities in creating a 
learner-centered classroom environment that places students’ experiences and interests at the 
forefront of their own learning and allows opportunities for students to actively construct 
knowledge and apply it to contemporary issues in the social studies.  
Finally, I wrote in my mission statement that, “as an educator, it is my responsibility to 
work with students to deliver engaging and culturally responsive lessons that are differentiated to 
their interests and needs as learners”. One way to do this is to allow students autonomy in their 
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learning and allow them to conduct research on topics that interest them most. In the field of 
social studies, a strategy to do this is provided in the C3 (College, Career, and Civic Life) 
Framework. This framework is a method of teaching social studies that focuses heavily on 
student inquiry and investigation based on questions generated by either the teacher, the students, 
or both working together. At the end of the C3 Framework there is a step of taking informed 
action, meaning that students are expected to take the information they learned and apply it to 
real-world issues in order to make positive change, which is exactly my goal in teaching for 
social justice. The C3 Framework, which I became familiar with in my content pedagogy class 
for social studies, is a content-specific strategy I also utilized in my action research, because it 
blends teaching for social justice with a learner-centered classroom environment, which perfectly 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Purposes and Objectives for the Literature Review 
My purpose in this review of current research was to discover how educators and 
researchers have examined and implemented teaching for social justice, learner-centered inquiry, 
and the C3 Framework for social studies.  In the theme of teaching for social justice, I 
specifically examined sources that aligned with Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995) framework of 
sociopolitical consciousness, which she asserts to be one dimension of her three-dimensional 
theory of culturally relevant pedagogy. It is this third dimension, sociopolitical consciousness, 
that I chose to place at the focal point of my own research. My second theme for research 
included studies that examine learner-centered practices in action, grounded in the theory of 
constructivism. Finally, the third theme for my research focused specifically on the content area 
of social studies, examining the theory and implementation of the College, Career, and Civic 
Life (C3) Framework in the classroom. Through this review of current research in the field, my 
objective was to better understand how to implement learner-centered inquiry, specifically to 
meet the goal of sociopolitical consciousness towards social justice, in my own classroom for my 
action research. 
Parameters for the Literature Review 
  I selected literature for this review based on several specific criteria. Relevant literature 
on teaching for social justice, learner-centered practices, and inquiry-based learning in the social 
studies was searched based on the following descriptors: teaching for social justice (in social 
studies), sociopolitical consciousness, learner-centered (in social studies), student-centered (in 
social studies), College, Career and Civic Life Framework, C3 Framework, inquiry (in social 
studies), learner-centered inquiry (in social studies), and student-centered inquiry (in social 
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studies). I conducted these searches across various scholarly databases, including EBSCOhost 
Education Full Text, SAGE Journals, Google Scholar, and JSTOR Arts and Sciences, as well as 
the Western Oregon University Hamersley Library database. These search items yielded 
thousands of articles, which I reduced to a limited number of the most relevant articles to read 
more thoroughly.  In order to narrow my findings and make my research more specific to this 
project, I focused my review efforts on articles that discussed teaching for social justice, learner-
centered practices, or inquiry specifically in the field of social studies, which is reflected in the 
descriptors listed above by parentheses. Another method I employed to find the most relevant 
and current research was to implement search parameters for articles 2010- present. I did, 
however, also included a variety of earlier dated pieces of seminal literature or foundational 
theoretical work in my literature review, which are at the base of my research.  
Theme One: Teaching for Social Justice 
The theme of teaching for social justice within this review of literature is grounded in 
Gloria Ladson-Billings’ (1995) theory of culturally relevant pedagogy, and specifically in the 
third dimension, which she refers to as “sociopolitical consciousness”. To help define this idea, 
Ladson-Billings (1995) writes that teachers “must help students to recognize, understand, and 
critique current social inequities” (p. 476). Ladson-Billings’ sociopolitical consciousness lays the 
groundwork for what is commonly referred to today as teaching for social justice. That is, 
encouraging students to apply their knowledge in a contemporary context and enact change in 
their own community. In her own study of successful teachers, Ladson-Billings (1995) found 
that the three teachers in her study “were not reluctant to identify political underpinnings of the 
students’ community and social world. One teacher worked with her students to identify poorly 
utilized space in the community, examine heretofore inaccessible archival records about the early 
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history of the community, plan alternative uses for a vacant shopping mall, and write urban plans 
which they presented before the city council” (p. 477). In her own research, Ladson-Billings 
(1995) emphasizes how connecting content to issues relevant to students’ lives and creating 
opportunities for them to take action allows students to cultivate cultural critique and use their 
cultural knowledge as assets in the classroom to develop solutions. 
Gloria Ladson-Billings (2001) conducted further research on students in a teacher 
preparation program titled Teaching for Diversity (TFD). Ladson-Billings (2001) emphasized 
specific requirements for a teacher with sociopolitical consciousness. She writes, “Certainly, we 
want teachers to be competent in both general knowledge and specific knowledge they teach. 
However, culturally relevant teachers must have additional knowledge. They must have 
knowledge of the social and political realities in which they live. This means they must expose 
themselves to a range of ideas beyond what appears in the daily newspaper and commercial 
television” (Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 121).  Ladson-Billings wrote this in 2001, but today one 
might say that a culturally relevant teacher must understand the larger social and political 
contexts beyond the echo-chamber of their social media feed. They must understand the inner 
workings of their school, community, nation, and world beyond the headlines in front of them.  
In reflecting on the TFD program, Ladson-Billings (2001) wrote, “Our students struggled 
to translate complex social issues into meaningful curriculum...One of our TFD students wanted 
the 2nd and 3rd grade students she was teaching to understand human rights issues facing people 
in various parts of Asia. However, the students did not understand enough geography to be able 
to understand where their concerns should be directed. The students did not know enough about 
the culture to be able to understand other interpretations of the situation” (p. 138). While 
teaching for social justice is important, equally important is making sure that the social justice 
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learning is appropriate for students developmentally. To ensure this, teachers should 1) start 
local, in the school community and 2) listen to students and seek out their interests. In another 
example, one TFD students’ class was concerned about their school’s partnership with a pizza 
chain, which was part of a larger corporation with ties to a repressive regime in Asia. The 
students debated what they should do, because the monthly school pizza day was beloved by the 
entire student body, but the students felt wrong supporting this chain. The class decided to start a 
boycott of the corporation and worked to inform the school district and students why they should 
not support the pizza chain any longer. They wrote to the district requesting them to select a new 
pizza vendor for monthly pizza days. In this example, the class was able to use their own 
concerns to enact meaningful change within their school and community, which is ultimately an 
important goal of teaching for social justice.  
In a study to determine the reasons behind the success of particular teachers in urban 
schools, similar to Ladson-Billings’ (1995) research,  Duncan-Andrade (2005) also found that 
the three teachers in his case study made learning relevant to the issues in their students’ 
communities and created opportunities for students to think critically about these issues and take 
action. Duncan Andrade (2005) notes that the teachers discussed in his study “are keenly aware 
of the dire conditions in which many of their students live. They believe that they should not 
ignore these conditions, but instead should talk about them in the classroom. They design their 
pedagogy to empower students with tools for recognizing, naming, analyzing, and confronting 
the most acute social conditions facing them: poverty, racism, violence, and inequality” (p. 71). 
Duncan-Andrade (2005) discusses how these opportunities to learn about and address the issues 
in their community are empowering for students, especially those students that are traditionally 
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marginalized in the classroom, including students of color and students from low socioeconomic 
backgrounds. 
Milner (2014) completed a case study of another successful teacher in an urban school 
and her practice of sociopolitical consciousness. The teacher in this study, Ms. Shaw, 
emphasized how she wanted her students “to develop a mission-minded approach to their 
decisions and actions both outside and inside of school” (Milner, 2014, p. 12). This “mission-
minded approach” is very much like the previous studies where teachers encouraged students to 
think critically about the issues in their communities and develop solutions. Ms. Shaw explained 
in an interview during the study that, by mission-minded approach, she means, “she wants her 
students to think about a broader collective purpose—one that extends beyond themselves 
personally. She invites her students to think about their ‘calling in life’ and to work to improve 
conditions that affect others” (Milner, 2014, p. 12). Ms. Shaw’s practice gets at the heart of 
sociopolitical consciousness and social justice by instilling in her students the responsibility and 
self-efficacy to think critically about and attempt to solve injustices in the world around them.  
In another case study, Jaffee (2016) looks at four social studies classes in schools for 
newcomer youth in north eastern United States where culturally relevant curriculum blends 
linguistically relevant pedagogy with citizenship education to engage students in social studies 
curriculum. Jaffee (2016) describes how teachers in this case study “believed students could 
thrive, feel confident, and grow together in the classroom by channeling civic and political 
motivations through understanding and grappling with local and community-based issues” (p. 
171). Like the previous studies discussed, teachers in this study were able to engage and 
empower students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds through examinations 
of community-based issues relevant in students’ lives. One example of this is in a description of 
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Mr. Burgos’ civics class: “Mr. Burgos, for example, conceptualized building his Latino/a 
newcomer students’ civic engagement through ‘community understanding and involvement.’ He 
wanted his students to be ‘aware of what is going on around you’ whether in their 
neighborhoods, school, or cultural groups (Mr. Burgos, Interview, January 26, 2012). By 
developing relationships with his students in the classroom and outside of school, Mr. Burgos 
showed a desire to work on understanding various social and political issues together, as a group, 
by discussing the ‘problems we encounter . . . [and] just try[ing] to make things better.’ 
Awareness of issues was civic engagement for Mr. Burgos and generating awareness in his 
classroom was enacted through discussions based on students’ inquiries” (Jaffee, 2016, p. 171-
172). An important aspect of Mr. Burgos’ civics class was examining, discussing, and proposing 
solutions for issues relevant in his students’ communities. In addressing these issues, students 
could use their cultural knowledge as assets in the classroom.  
In a case study of civics classes at an urban school in Chicago, Journell and Castro (2014) 
describe how a teacher uses culturally and socially relevant topics, namely immigration policies, 
to engage students in the civics classroom. Like the previous studies, the teacher in this study, 
Mr. Harrison, ties curriculum to an issue relevant in his students’ lives, allowing students to think 
critically and discuss solutions. However, the issue at hand in this civics class, unlike the other 
studies, is not a small, local issue, but a much broader, national issue, which is immigration. 
Nevertheless, with a large proportion of his students being second and third generation 
immigrants from Latinx backgrounds and located within a largely Latinx community, the issue 
of immigration was still a very relevant issue in the everyday lives of his students. Journell and 
Castro (2014) explain that “by using immigration as a catalyst to better understand the American 
political system, Mr. Harrison provides an excellent example of using culturally relevant 
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pedagogy as a medium for increasing students’ political awareness and civic dispositions” (p. 
15). Similar to the studies discussed previously, Mr. Harrison made connections between content 
and socially and culturally relevant issues in his students’ lives in order to increase engagement 
and cultivate social awareness and political efficacy within his students.  
  Westheimer (2015) also emphasizes the positive outcomes of social justice education 
with two case studies. First, the Madison County Youth Service League was a program begun in 
a suburban/rural, largely Middle-Class East Coast high school. A teaching team created a 
government class in which the first semester was an accelerated version of the standard 
government class and the second semester was dedicated to service-learning curriculum. In the 
second semester students worked in small groups on public service projects in their county’s 
administrative offices. At the end of the year, student surveys showed the service experience 
excited students both about the class and the prospect of getting involved in their communities. 
Students reported the experience taught them how to get involved in their local community in 
ways they didn’t know was possible before (Westheimer 2015). Students expressed that they had 
learned more during their service projects in the community than they ever could in a classroom 
(Westheimer 2015). 
The second case study explored by Westheimer (2015) was Bayside Students for Justice. 
At the school where this program took place, one teacher stated their goal was to “empower 
[students] to focus on things that they care about in their own lives and to show them avenues 
that they can use to achieve real social change” (Westheimer, 2015, p. 57). In groups, students 
explored and reported on social injustices that they wanted to bring to light. Based on student 
interviews and work samples, Westheimer (2015) concludes that the students learned in class and 
in their projects that social change is the product of collective effort. More so than the students 
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from Madison County, the Bayside Students emphasized the structural nature of social injustice 
and collective responsibility for action. The students recognized a need for change in the system 
overall, which they did not understand before taking part in the program.   
Each study above provides strong examples of teaching for social justice and 
demonstrates the positive effects that this practice can have on students in the classroom, 
especially students from culturally diverse backgrounds. Each researcher found students were 
more engaged when content was tied to community-based issues and they were able to use their 
cultural knowledge as assets for classroom learning. Social justice learning, described by 
Ladson-Billings (1995) as sociopolitical consciousness, is an essential part of a culturally 
relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995). By allowing students to explore the contemporary 
issues of injustice occurring in their community or around the world, educators can empower 
students to discuss solutions and take action while also deepening their understanding of the 
curriculum content. As this aspect of teaching is key for student success, yet too often missed in 
the classroom, I took on the goal in my action research to improve my abilities as a teacher to 
build lessons that foster students’ sociopolitical consciousness.  
Theme Two: Learner-Centered Practices 
 As I studied and developed my own practice, one of my goals was to enact a learner-
centered classroom. That is, shift my approach from the teacher-centered, lecture-based practices 
that I mainly experienced as a student in secondary school, to an approach that is focused on the 
individual needs of the learners in the classroom. To frame this literature review of learner-
centered practices, it is essential to begin with the theoretical foundation of constructivism. As 
Weimer (2002) asserts, “Constructivism closely aligns with many learner-centered practices. 
Most fundamentally, it proposes that students must be interacting with the content” (p. 24). As 
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constructivism lays the theoretical groundwork for learner-centered practices, I first examined a 
definition of constructivism by Stage et. al (1998): 
“Constructivist approaches emphasize learners’ actively constructing their own knowledge rather 
than passively receiving information transmitted to them from teachers and textbooks. From a 
constructivist perspective, knowledge cannot simply be given to students: Students must 
construct their own meanings” (p. 35).  
Constructivism asserts that learning is active rather than passive and, in order to learn, students 
must “construct” knowledge on their own. Constructivism is essentially in complete opposition 
to teacher-centered, lecture-based practices in which students are expected to listen and “absorb” 
knowledge. On the contrary, according to constructivists, students must take an active role in 
their learning.  
 Although constructivism can be traced back to the work of Jean Piaget in the mid-20th 
Century, learner-centered practices are especially relevant to the 21st Century learner. In a study 
of student perspectives on learner-centered, inquiry-based learning, Doss (2018) asserts, “In 
order to compete globally in the 21st Century, students must have the skills to design their own 
projects and understand how to navigate the wealth of information available at their fingertips. 
One of the most important tools is to be able to investigate ideas and implement a plan of action 
in order to answer questions that have not been explored” (p. 108). In the traditional teacher-
centered classroom, the teacher tends to be seen as the holder of knowledge and a provider of 
knowledge. The teacher presents information that the students are expected to absorb, much like 
sponges. However, in the 21st Century, most students have access to a world of knowledge at 
their fingertips, on their smart devices. The teacher can no longer be seen as the sole holder of 
knowledge in the classroom, but instead a facilitator of knowledge to help students manage and 
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filter the mass of information at their fingertips. As Doss (2018) also emphasizes, 21st Century 
students must learn to design their own studies to answer questions that have not yet been 
answered (p. 108). This means that students must have choice in their studies. A teacher-centered 
classroom is a one-size fits all approach in which every student is presented the same 
information and expected to complete the same work, despite their background, interests, or 
goals. A one-size-fits-all approach to education leads to students disengaging from curricula that 
doesn’t suit their interests or needs as learners. However, as Doss (2018) discusses, student 
choice in what is studied, how it is studied, and how it is presented, leads to far greater 
engagement and student success. In this study of inquiry-based learning, “students described a 
high level of engagement. Choice created the opportunity for sustained attention resulting in the 
possibility of higher commitment to topic and higher quality final products” (Doss, 2018, p. 
120). Student choice in learning is an important aspect of learner-centered practices grounded in 
constructivism because choosing what to study and how is one way a student can begin to 
construct their own knowledge.  
 Smith (1998), also a proponent of constructivism, discusses how teacher-centered, 
memory-based learning in the classroom came to be, and why it is ineffective. Smith (1998) 
asserts that there are two overarching theories of learning. The first is the “classic theory” of 
learning, which is based on the way we acquire knowledge from the beginning of our life. We 
learn from the people around us with whom we identify; we can’t help but learn from them and 
we learn effortlessly. Contrary to the classic theory of learning is the “official” theory of 
learning, which is purported in schools. This theory states that learning is boring rather than fun, 
and arduous rather than effortless, and in this way school itself can often get in the way of 
learning. This “official” theory of learning can partly be traced to a discovery made by 
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philosopher Hermann Ebbinghaus in the late 19th Century, who came to the conclusion that 
learning is simply a function of time on task; Ebbinghaus held that anyone can learn anything as 
long as they work hard enough and for long enough (Smith, 1998, p. 52-54). However, 
Ebbinghaus’ greatest oversight, which was largely ignored by philosophers and educators, was 
that his experiment, to be as controlled as possible, was based on learning nonsense (Smith, 
1998, p. 54).  The items Ebbinghaus was attempting to learn were nonsensical syllables that had 
no meaning to him, and therefore, he could not “learn” these items because they had no meaning 
or context, he was simply memorizing them. This theory of learning is inapplicable to the 
classroom because curriculum is not nonsensical syllables, but rather is filled with meaning and 
context that students need to understand. Furthermore, as Smith (1998) points out, memorization 
is not the same as learning because simple memorization is quickly forgotten. As Smith (1998) 
writes, “Paradoxically, the effort to memorize interferes with memorization because it destroys 
understanding. Rote memorization puts things in the wrong place, in short-term memory (where 
you can only hold something for as long as you continually rehearse it)” (p. 88). The goal of 
classroom learning should not be for students to memorize and rehearse something until they put 
it down on a test, only to forget it afterwards. However, because of Ebbinghaus’ theory of 
learning, this type of rote memorization was the norm in classrooms for many decades, and still 
is in many ways, as I experienced in my own schooling. When school consists of the mere 
memorizing and forgetting of facts, students don’t develop the necessary 21st Century skills 
emphasized by Doss (2018), including navigating the wealth of information in the world, 
designing investigations, and communicating findings. Whereas teacher-centered practices 
encourage passive learning and rote memorization, learner-centered practices encourage active 
learning and help students develop essential 21st Century skills.  
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 One aspect of learner-centered practices that Weimer (2002) focuses on is the shift in the 
role of the teacher from the provider of knowledge to a facilitator of knowledge. An analogy 
Weimer (2002) writes compares the teacher to a guide, who navigates students through the 
wealth of knowledge in front of them: “Guides show those who follow the way, but those who 
follow walk on their own. Guides point out the sights; they’ve traveled this way before. Guides 
offer advice, they warn of danger, and they do their best to prevent accidents. Likewise, learner-
centered teachers climb with students. Together they ascend what for many students are new and 
high peaks” (p. 60). Weimer’s analogy of a guide is useful in establishing the role of a teacher in 
a learner-centered classroom. The teacher is instrumental in guiding students to their learning 
goals, but a guide is useless if the student is not alongside exploring with them. The teacher’s 
role is to help students along their journey. That is the biggest shift in thinking about a learner-
centered classroom: knowledge is a journey that a student must go on, not a tangible good which 
can be given to them by a teacher. On the role of teachers as facilitators, Weimer (2002) 
explains, “facilitative teaching promotes more learning because students are engaged in learning 
tasks. They aren’t just copying down teacher-provided examples, but [they are] generating their 
own” (p. 63).  As a teacher, stepping back and allowing students the space to discover answers 
on their own and think critically, while guiding them along the way, means that students will 
play a more active role in their learning and construct knowledge that will last. This shifting of 
roles in the classroom results in a new balance of power. Rather than the teacher holding all the 
power in the classroom, students should have decision-making power in what they learn, how 
they learn, and how they are assessed along their journey of building knowledge. Students will 
be more engaged and motivated when granted this decision-making power in their learning 
(Weimer, 2002, p. 98). 
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 In traditional, teacher-centered classrooms, motivation is most often extrinsic, that is, 
coming from sources outside the student, usually a grade in the class or a score on an 
assignment. More often than not, students are concerned more with the grade they will receive 
than the knowledge or skills they build. However, in a study of intrinsic motivation in the 
classroom, Gillard et. al (2015) found that, “if given a choice, students were willing to do much 
more work on their own towards mastery of a subject than if told exactly what to do, how to do 
it, and when to turn it in. Assignments were more in-depth. Papers were longer. Students 
became, and stayed, engaged in the subject matter” (Gillard, Gillard, & Pratt, 2015, pg. 3). These 
findings from Gillard et. al (2015) return to the concepts of choice and balance of power in the 
learner-centered classroom. Content, processes, and assessments can be differentiated by 
students’ interests, and also to meet their needs and goals as learners. When students are able to 
work towards their own goals, rather than the teachers’ goals, they are highly motivated to begin 
learning and constructing knowledge. Gillard et. al (2015) concludes that, “instead of 
micromanaging students into mediocrity, educators need to set the course for individual 
achievement. No two students are the same. Everyone needs to be able to strive for his or her 
own personal greatness, following his or her own personal goals” (pg. 4). The one-size-fits-all 
approach of assigning one assessment in one format that every student is expected to complete in 
the same way is detrimental for student interest and student success. Students learn to “play the 
game of school”, to complete the assignments and earn the grades, but without being invested in 
learning or growing. Rather when students can create individual goals and have a sense of 
ownership over their learning, they become invested in their work.    
 An example that supports the findings of Gillard et al. (2015) is the introduction of 
“Genius Hour” into the classroom, discussed by Krebs and Zvi (2016). Based on the practices of 
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companies such as Google, 3M and W.L. Gore, Genius Hour is a set time every week in which 
students are given time to work on a personal investigation or passion project for class. Krebs 
and Zvi (2016) write:  
“We do Genius Hour in the classroom because human motivation does not come from the 
teacher telling students what they must learn and then rewarding them with smiley faces and 
good grades...Motivation comes with autonomy, when students are entrusted with choice and the 
freedom to make decisions regarding their learning; purpose, when students have a reason for 
learning what they choose to learn; and mastery, when students have enough time to actually 
master and become an expert on what they are learning” (p. 4).  
In their work with numerous teachers, Krebs and Zvi (2016) have found that the addition of 
Genius Hour in the classroom immediately increases student motivation and engagement in their 
learning. As one teacher stated, “All of my students were engaged, all of my students were 
happy, all of my students were learning! I was happy and I was learning…It was an unbelievable 
“AHA” moment” (Krebs and Zvi, 2016, p. 81). In an interview, Hugh McDonald, a sixth and 
seventh grade teacher, explains how Genius Hour puts students at the center of their own 
learning: “Students inherently love to learn from a young age, [but] often they see school as a 
place that doesn’t value what they love to learn. Students shouldn’t have to wait to learn 
something they are curious about. Genius Hour gives them that time” (Krebs and Zvi, 2016, p. 
6). McDonald’s statement relates back to Smith’s (1998) dichotomy of classic learning and 
official learning. Due to the official theory of learning, the most prominent thing students learn 
in school is that learning is difficult, boring, and often irrelevant to their own interests. Genius 
Hour, on the other hand, exemplifies the classic theory of learning, because students are able to 
investigate a topic that has meaning and relevance to them, and therefore the learning is easy, 
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fun, and engaging. Using learner-centered practices allows students to make learning meaningful 
and relevant to them, which naturally makes learning more engaging and more attainable.  
Schultz (2017) discusses The Children’s School (TCS), a small, independent school just 
outside of Chicago, as a case study to demonstrate the effectiveness of learner-centered practices. 
TCS, which began as a K-5 school but later expanded to K-8, centers curriculum around play-, 
project-, and problem-based learning. Schultz (2017) explains, “It is the role of the teacher to 
weave traditional skills and concepts associated with reading, writing, math, social studies, and 
science into the larger topics or projects brought forth by the children. In this way, the 
curriculum allows spaces, opportunities, and challenges for students to think, engage, question, 
and act” (p. 22). Much like the Genius Hour described by Krebs and Zvi (2016), TCS is centered 
around projects that come out of student’s questions and curiosities. In the younger grades, these 
investigations may be carried out as a class, but as students mature, they are given more space to 
undertake individual investigations (Schultz, 2017). TCS takes a completely different approach 
from most schools. Rather than bringing set curriculum to students, TCS encourages students to 
bring their own interests and experiences, and TCS builds curriculum around them. To this, 
Schultz (2017) writes, “The rigid adherence to “standards” – however well-articulated or well-
researched those standards may be- is harmful for children. The associated deficit model of 
learning fosters competition, threatens children’s innate curiosity, and intrinsic motivation to 
learn, and reduces the wide range of talents and gifts children possess to a very narrow focus on 
reading, writing, and arithmetic tasks'' (p. 31). The one-size-fits-all model that many schools 
force on students kills their interest and motivation to learn, and only recognizes students for 
skills in set “academic” areas. Skills such as creativity and critical thinking, those that are 
essential 21st Century skills, are too often left out. Learner-centered curriculum, such as that 
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enacted by TCS, broadens the range of skills and knowledge students are recognized for in 
school.  
 In a study by Duncan and Redwine (2019), preservice teachers were instructed in a 
learner-centered environment and asked for their feedback on the classroom practices from a 
learner’s perspective. In the class, preservice social studies teachers took a pre-test on the social 
studies topics to be covered in class, then created learning contracts based on their goals for the 
class. Learning was entirely self-paced, and attendance was optional. Duncan and Redwine 
(2019) found that, “in the pre-service teachers’ reflections, there was an overwhelming trend on 
how beneficial the power of choice was in their learning. The power of choice was to decide 
when a product was due, how they would present that they knew the content, and how they 
would be graded. This put the pre-service teachers in full control of their learning, allowing them 
to demonstrate their knowledge while exploring their strengths and strengthening their 
weaknesses in social studies content. The instructor found that the freedom provided to students 
in their product of choice resulted in more creative and meaningful submissions” (p. 157). Once 
again, as in other studies, the freedom of choice led to higher engagement and intrinsic 
motivation for the learners in the class. However, Duncan and Redwine (2019) also found that 
many students struggled in this unstructured class format. Duncan and Redwine (2019) found, 
“because most students experience years of traditional education through direct instruction and 
teacher designed learning, they continue to remain uncertain of what they have learned, or not 
learned, from this course” (p. 160). Duncan and Redwine (2019) found that students with years 
of experience in teacher-centered classrooms found difficulty “shifting the responsibility of 
learning from the teacher to themselves” (p. 160). Additionally, many students desire structure, 
not only because they are used to a certain amount of structure in the classroom, but also due to a 
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variety of learning difficulties, including learning disabilities and emotional or behavioral 
disorders, for which established structure and regular schedules in the classroom are beneficial. 
In reviewing this study, it is important to bear in mind that it occurred at the university level, and 
an unstructured classroom to this degree would not provide the supports necessary for most 
secondary students. However, it remains valuable in demonstrating the positive effects that 
learner-centered practices have on student engagement, intrinsic motivation, and student success 
in the classroom.  
In study of network schools that have enacted learner-centered “deeper learning”, 
including project-based learning, work-based learning, and authentic assessment, Hernández et. 
al (2019) further emphasize the role of differentiation in a learner-centered classroom. 
Hernández et. al (2019) explain that, “because deeper learning engages students in personalized 
learning experiences, all three networks identify differentiation as another important 
competency. … New Tech Network highlights the importance of differentiation skills for 
project-based learning, including the need for teachers to strategically use scaffolds and 
formative assessments to ensure students have adequate supports throughout their project work” 
(p. 50). Hernández et. al (2019) emphasize the downfall of the classroom in the study by Duncan 
and Redwine (2019), and that is that is that proper scaffolds and supports were not in place in the 
previous study of preservice social studies teachers. Learner-centered practices does not mean 
that the teacher is entirely hands-off. The role of the teacher, as discussed previously, is to 
facilitate learning by guiding students through the information in front of them. Without a guide, 
most tourists would get lost, and it is the same in a learner-centered classroom. However, with 
the proper differentiation, including scaffolds and supports from the teacher, as the research by 
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Hernández et. al (2019) has demonstrated, learner-centered practices tend to engage students in a 
personalized learning experience.  
As each of the theorists and researchers in this section have demonstrated, learner-
centered practices help students develop essential 21st Century skills while enhancing intrinsic 
motivation and engagement in the classroom. Constructivism, despite originating a century ago, 
is incredibly relevant for 21st Century students. With a world of information literally at their 
fingertips, students don’t need to be handed knowledge; they need to develop the skills to 
navigate the information in front of them and think critically about it. Teacher-centered practices, 
which have been the norm of many classrooms for well over a century, assume students are like 
sponges, that they will soak up information, and these classes take a one-size-fits-all approach to 
education, giving each student the same information and assignments, despite their interests, 
needs, or goals as a learner. On the contrary, to learn, students must be active, constructing 
knowledge on their own, and students must be engaged and motivated to learn, which comes 
with tailoring curriculum to students’ interests, needs, and goals. Research overwhelmingly 
demonstrates that a learner-centered classroom creates the best conditions for students to 
construct meaningful knowledge and develop essential skills, both traditional academic skills 
including reading, writing, and math, as well as equally important 21st Century skills such as 
creativity and critical thinking. This greatly influenced my goal in action research to improve my 
ability as a teacher to establish a learner-centered classroom environment.  
Theme Three: College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework 
 The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework was created by representatives from 
a group of state education agencies and the leading organizations in social studies as a guide for 
states to improve their standards in social studies education (National Council for the Social 
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Studies 2013). The C3 Framework is centered on an inquiry arc with four dimensions: 1) 
Developing questions and planning inquiry, 2) Applying disciplinary concepts and tools, 3) 
Evaluating sources and using evidence, 4) Communicating conclusions and taking informed 
action (National Council for the Social Studies 2013). As the title would suggest, the C3 
Framework is intended to best support students in preparation for life after secondary school, 
including college readiness, career readiness, and active participation in civic life. In their 
defense of the C3 Framework, Croddy and Levine (2014) write, “It might be said that students 
learn best by doing. Civic education research has found that students best develop civic 
capacities and competencies through active learning such as discussion of real issues in the 
classroom; simulations, in which they take on roles that model civic processes such as trials, 
hearings, and the legislative processes; and service learning, linked to the curriculum” (p. 283). 
The C3 Framework puts in action this idea that “students learn best by doing”, by encouraging 
student inquiry as the main avenue by which students access social studies curriculum in the 
classroom. A very learner-centered approach to social studies, the C3 Framework encourages 
students to actively construct social studies knowledge and understanding rather than passively 
absorb it.  
 A senior advisor to the C3 Framework team, S.G. Grant (2013) provides insight into the 
justification for and implementation of the C3 Framework in the classroom. Grant (2013) writes, 
“Students are clear: They do not like social studies. What they dislike, however, is not the civic, 
economic, geographic, and historical ideas they encounter so much as the instructional practices 
they experience” (p. 322). Grant (2013) argues that, while social studies is overwhelmingly 
identified as a subject students dislike, students don’t actually dislike the content, but rather the 
teaching methods that traditionally fall to teacher-centered lectures. Grant (2013) writes that the 
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“key to the Inquiry Arc is the use of questions…curiosity drives interest and interest drives 
knowledge, understanding, and engagement” (p. 322). Too often in social studies we only 
receive the answers. The teacher lectures, and that lecture informs the students of every piece of 
information they are expected to know. There is little questioning, little investigation, and 
therefore little interest. Additionally, teacher-centered practices allow students to be passive in 
their learning. However, as Grant (2013) discusses, teachers need to give up some of the power 
in their classroom to support students in their journey to become active learners. “Trust matters. 
The Inquiry Arc reflects a level of trust between teachers and students that is not part of the 
traditional pattern of schooling. Good teachers know that students will blunder sometimes as 
they embrace the greater responsibilities an inquiry approach demands, but they also know that 
students will not become the kind of life-long learners that we desire if they are not trusted to 
take an active role in their education” (Grant, 2013, p. 251). Like Weimer (2002), who discussed 
a shift in the balance of power in a learner-centered classroom, Grant (2013) discusses a new 
dynamic of trust between teacher and student as social studies teachers attempt to implement the 
C3 Framework in their classroom.  
In a qualitative content analysis of inquiry-based lessons to identify core social studies 
teaching practices for inquiry, Cuenca (2020) found that students’ disinterest in social studies 
often lies in the fact that social studies concepts are taught apart from students’ lives today. 
Students struggle to see the ways social studies curriculum applies to their everyday lives 
because curricula have traditionally failed to make those connections. Cuenca (2020) found that, 
“Applying the skills of inquiry to contemporary issues both serves as an opportunity to practice 
inquiry as a habit of citizenship and also helps frame the utility of social studies education for 
civic life. In some cases, extensions were the direct application of the knowledge yielded in an 
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inquiry into a contemporary problem or issue. For example, in [an] internet inquiry, which 
focused on the compelling question ‘is the internet good for democracy?’ students were asked to 
investigate the impact of Twitter on democratic processes…Extending the lens of inquiry into a 
contemporary space [such as Twitter] helps create relevancy of the knowledge gained in social 
studies classroom, but also helps students apply inquiry skills in contemporary civic spaces” (p. 
10). By applying social studies concepts from the curriculum to contemporary issues in student 
inquiry, not only are students more engaged in the curriculum because they make connections to 
their contemporary lives, but they also begin to naturally apply inquiry to the issues they face in 
daily life.  
 In a case study of Holocaust education through inquiry, Manfra and Brown (2015) use 
the C3 Framework as an approach to teaching students about the Holocaust and other complex 
historical periods that present challenges to student understanding. A specific focus of this study 
was the third dimension of the C3 Framework, which is evaluating sources and using evidence. 
The teachers in this study incorporated a variety of sources available to students online. Manfra 
and Brown (2015) found that “incorporating digital history into instruction provides students 
with access to a wealth of web-based primary and secondary sources that will better enable them 
to confront complex issues” (p. 111) A prevailing issue in teaching social studies is the reliance 
on one source, specifically a textbook, when attempting to understand complex historical themes. 
Textbooks tend to value breadth over depth, covering a wide range of topics very briefly. In 
addition, textbooks often are filled with political and cultural biases, and even plain inaccuracies, 
especially on complex issues that are impossible to cover in a page, or even a chapter, such as the 
Holocaust (Manfra and Brown 2015). To combat these issues in teaching social studies, Manfra 
and Brown (2015) found that, “by integrating the C3 inquiry arc with digital history resources, 
SOCIAL STUDIES DOESN’T HAVE TO BE “BORING” 
 
34 
teachers can engage students in asking and answering compelling questions using disciplinary 
literacies. Approaching the Holocaust through inquiry ensures that teachers and students avoid 
simple answers to complex questions” (p. 111). The C3 Framework allows and encourages 
teachers and students to use a wide array of sources and interdisciplinary concepts to look at 
complex historical contexts, rather than relying on the “simple answers'' given by the textbook. 
Therefore, following the C3 Framework allows for a more holistic understanding of incredibly 
complex concepts that tend to be most difficult for students to learn or discuss in class.   
 Further examples of the C3 Framework have been discussed earlier in this review of 
literature. In both case studies of social justice teaching discussed by Westheimer (2015), The 
Madison County Youth Service League and Bayside Students for Justice, the students developed 
a question, used interdisciplinary skills to answer their questions, evaluated numerous sources 
while collecting data, and communicated their conclusions with action. The C3 Framework was 
not explicitly discussed in these cases, but the C3 inquiry arc was followed almost exactly. In 
these cases, it is clear how the C3 Framework sets up a perfect condition to teach for social 
justice, because of the fourth dimension, which is communicating conclusions and taking action. 
Much like each example of teaching for social justice discussed previously, the C3 Framework 
encourages teachers and students to think beyond the classroom and bring their work into their 
community by taking informed action. It is not enough for students to ask questions and learn 
about injustice, but they must also learn how to use their voice to fight against injustice, which is 
the crux of teaching for social justice.  
 Furthermore, as discussed, the C3 Framework is truly a learner-centered practice in the 
classroom and can be seen within many of the learner-centered practices from researchers 
discussed previously. Krebs and Zvi (2016) describe Genius Hour as inquiry-based learning, 
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much like that which comes out of the C3 Framework. “In Genius Hour classrooms, students 
take charge of their learning and have complete autonomy, giving them purpose to learn and time 
to move toward mastery. It is passion-based and inquiry-based learning in one” (Krebs and Zvi, 
2016, p. 5). In their writing, Krebs and Zvi (2016) outline steps for introducing Genius Hour to 
the classroom, which include helping students brainstorm ideas and create inquiry questions. 
These steps mirror the beginning steps of C3, which are developing questions and planning 
inquiry. From there, a Genius Hour project could be implemented in the classroom using the C3 
Framework as long as students are using interdisciplinary skills, evaluating their sources as they 
conduct research, and at the end of the Genius Hour project, students present their findings with 
some kind of action. Krebs and Zvi (2016) also discuss taking informed action as a part of 
Genius Hour projects. “Giving students an opportunity in school to make their learning visible is 
very powerful and a key part of Genius Hour Learning. Students are asked to contribute to the 
world” (Krebs and Zvi, 2016, p. 51). For Genius Hour projects, students are asked to take their 
learning outside the classroom, which is also a key aspect of the C3 Framework. Although 
Genius Hour does not inherently follow the C3 inquiry arc flawlessly, there are many ways in 
which the two converge, and they can be implemented together for learner-centered inquiry in 
social studies.  
 Furthermore, the learner-centered project- and problem-based practices at The Children’s 
School (TCS) described by Schultz (2017), also closely align with the C3 Framework for social 
studies. As discussed previously, as students move to higher grade levels at TCS, more 
opportunities open up for individual inquiry. Shultz (2017) writes, “By the time children reach 
early adolescence, the curriculum shifts to accommodate their changing developmental needs, 
from a strictly project-based to a more problem-based approach. Problem-based curriculum asks 
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students to identify problems, concerns, and questions about the world and then work with their 
teachers to craft responses (p. 26). This problem-based approach fits well within the C3 
Framework, because students are asking questions and conducting multidisciplinary inquiry to 
develop and enact solutions. This is exemplified at TCS through social action curriculum 
projects (SACP). In Will Hudson’s 6th grade classroom at TCS, for example, students engaged 
in a several-week-long project they would call the Localizing Ebola Project (Schultz 2017). This 
project began with students brainstorming questions, in which the class came to an overarching 
theme of sickness and death. Further research led them to the Ebola epidemic in West Africa, 
which was topical in the media at the time. To take action, students shifted their focus local and 
created projects to better health in their local community to prevent the spread of disease. In this 
process, students took the lead and were truly engaged in their learning because they were 
answering their own questions that pertained to their interests and concerns in the world. 
Students also, in many ways, followed the C3 inquiry arc from developing their questions to 
taking action. As in the examples above, Schultz (2017) never specifically mentions the C3 
Framework for social studies, but C3 is demonstrated in a multitude of ways throughout the 
learner-centered practices of TCS, which enhance student engagement and motivation to learn.  
 Despite the fact that inquiry, as research demonstrates, leads to a variety of positive 
learning outcomes in social studies, in a longitudinal case study of preservice social studies 
teachers, Martell (2020), found that teacher candidates in the study were not provided the 
practical tools to implement such inquiry in their own classroom after finishing their program. 
While the teacher candidates’ instructors emphasized inquiry as an effective practice, Martell 
(2020) found that “the way that inquiry was taught in their methods course may have contributed 
to the teachers’ difficulty in implementing it in their classrooms. The course did not have 
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students develop many practical tools and share those tools (i.e., lesson plans, document sets) 
with their classmates. There was no opportunity to start building a repertoire of inquiry-based 
lessons. The methods course did not have teachers participate in inquiry or other types of 
activities that would have allowed them to experience inquiry as learners” (p. 288). While the 
theory and practice of inquiry was discussed in the teacher candidate program, Martell (2020) 
found that inquiry was never put into practice. Without the tools or practice of inquiry in their 
preservice programs, these teachers were unprepared and often unable to implement inquiry in 
their own classrooms in the six years following their graduation from the program. To this effect, 
Martell (2020) concludes: “In this study, coming out of their teacher preparation program, the 
teachers expressed a need for a teaching “tool kit” related to historical inquiry. While the 
teachers did have a firm vision of what historical inquiry looked like and could implement it 
successfully in practice, without many practical tools in the form of tangible lesson plans in their 
repertoire, it proved difficult to become a regular part of their practice” (p. 288). This study from 
Martell (2020) emphasizes the role of teacher education programs in setting teachers up for 
utilizing the C3 Framework of inquiry in their classrooms. Specifically, teachers need to be 
equipped with the practice and tools to implement effective inquiry in the classroom on a regular 
basis. Otherwise, as teachers begin their careers, they can easily default to the traditional way 
they were taught, in a teacher-centered, lecture-based classroom which, as research suggests, is 
not as effective for student learning.  
The literature reviewed in this section indicates that while the learner-centered inquiry 
practices of C3 engage students in real-life application of content, increase intrinsic motivation 
by putting student interests at the forefront, and provide a holistic approach to social studies by 
demanding a variety of sources, teacher preparation programs do not always effectively prepare 
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teacher candidates to implement inquiry in their social studies classrooms as they begin teaching. 
However, by putting the C3 Framework at the center of my action research, my goal was to 
begin building my “toolbox” for inquiry-based teaching. The C3 Framework is a tool I found 
throughout my research to effectively blend social justice teaching with learner-centered 
practices for social studies, which is my vision for my future classroom. As the research in this 
section demonstrates, the C3 Framework is a tool to change the social studies classroom from a 
teacher-centered environment to a learner-centered environment, which ultimately enhances 
student engagement through inquiry and takes student outcomes beyond the classroom with 
informed action. Like all learner-centered practices, the C3 Framework emphasizes the skills 
students are developing rather than the facts or figures they are memorizing. As such, using the 
C3 Framework truly prepares students for college, future careers, and a future of civic 
engagement. The C3 Framework for social studies is a tool I have begun implementing into my 
teaching to meld the fostering of students’ sociopolitical consciousness together with the creating 
of a learner-centered environment. As such, during my action research I focused on building my 
“toolbox” of lessons and strategies to guide students through the inquiry model outlined in the 
C3 Framework.  
Conclusion: Proceeding into Action Research 
My goal in action research was to develop my abilities as a teacher for implementing 
learner-centered inquiry, using the C3 Framework, specifically to guide students to social justice 
outcomes. The research from this literature review was useful in guiding my purpose and 
decisions as I implemented these new practices into my classroom as a student teacher. As my 
own experiences as a student and as a teacher candidate up until my action research were based 
mainly in teacher-centered practices, my challenge was to make a significant shift in lesson 
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planning and classroom management to implement these different strategies. In the following 
action research, I implemented a learner-centered inquiry following the C3 Framework to guide 
students to take action toward social justice that was meaningful in their own lives. To do this, I 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
 
 My goal in this research was to evaluate my own teaching practice as I implemented new 
strategies in my classroom to teach for social justice, create a student-centered learning 
environment, and use inquiry for social studies. To align with these goals, rather than a 
quantitative study using an experimental approach, my research took the form of a qualitative 
study with an action research design. Watts (1985) wrote that action research is “a process in 
which participants examine their own educational practice systematically and carefully using 
techniques of research” (as cited in Gould 2008). The methodology of this study aligned with the 
procedures of action research, as I examined and improved my own practice as a teacher. In 
action research, the researcher, or teacher, frames a question, then devises “a plan of action and a 
method of data collection that will address the question” (Gould 2008). As they implement their 
plan of action, the teacher analyzes data to assess the results of their study, which they use to 
inform and improve their practice (Gould 2008). Within this chapter I will identify the research 
questions that guided my action research and discuss the reasons for my methodology. Then I 
will explain the procedures I took for data collection and the plan I made for data analysis. 
Finally, I will provide context for the study and discuss the limitations and biases of my research. 
Research Questions 
 This research surrounds three aspects of my teaching practice: teaching for social justice, 
student-centered classroom strategies, and best practices in social studies instruction. Each aspect 
of my research has a research question associated with it. The questions that I used to guide my 
research were: 
1. How have my abilities to teach for social justice improved? Culturally responsive 
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teaching, and specifically teaching for social justice, has been prevalent in my learning 
and reflection for most of my courses throughout my graduate program. I am a white, 
middle-class woman who grew up in majority white schools, where culturally responsive 
practices and teaching for social justice did not appear to be a priority. Becoming a 
culturally responsive teacher for all my students is something I am learning and 
developing every day. A significant aspect of that work is developing my teaching to 
build students’ sociopolitical consciousness or teach towards social justice. With this 
research question, my goal was to take strategies I have learned in theory and put them 
into practice in the classroom, reflecting on my own abilities to teach for social justice. 
As I finish my graduate program and become a full-service teacher, I wanted to feel 
confident in my abilities to bring social justice issues into the classroom on a daily basis.  
2. How have I improved in my ability to create a student-centered learning environment? 
As discussed, traditional methods of social studies instruction, including lecturing and 
lengthy textbook readings, are not engaging for students, which leads to a majority of 
students struggling to succeed in social studies or see the purpose in what they are 
learning. On the other hand, truly student-centered practices allow students to ask 
questions, get curious about social studies, and actively construct knowledge. Whereas 
my own school experiences in social studies mostly fell into the realm of traditional 
practices, my second goal in my action research was to reflect on the effectiveness of the 
strategies I am developing to create a student-centered learning environment where 
students are interested and engaged.  
3. How have I developed tools and strategies to guide students through an inquiry model of 
learning in social studies? As reflected in the C3 Framework for the social studies 
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introduced in 2013, inquiry-based learning is an effective method for social studies 
instruction that engages students, allowing them to construct knowledge independently, 
as they learn how to evaluate the sources they use for information and use their newfound 
knowledge to take action beyond the walls of the classroom. However, as Martell (2020) 
found in their study of preservice social studies teachers, “without many practical tools in 
the form of tangible lesson plans in their repertoire, [historical inquiry] proved difficult to 
become a regular part of their practice” (p. 288). Like the teachers in the study by Martell 
(2020), I have learned about teaching through inquiry extensively in my graduate 
program and I understand why it is an effective method of instruction, however, before 
my action research, I had little experience or tools to implement an inquiry model into my 
classroom instruction. My third goal in my action research was to reflect on the ways I 
am developing tangible tools and strategies to guide students through inquiry in my 
future role as a classroom teacher.  
Methodology and Research Design 
 Action research was the most appropriate method for my research because my goals, as 
outlined above, were based on reflection of my own teaching practices. Action research allowed 
me to focus on my reflections of my own teaching as I implemented new strategies into the 
classroom. Action research will also be a tool for me to use in my future practice as a classroom 
teacher as “a valuable type of professional development” (Gould, 2008, p. 5). By taking on 
action research in my graduate program, I have developed skills to continue improving my 
practice as a teacher throughout my career. Culturally responsive teaching and teaching for social 
justice, which were at the heart of my research, are a continual process. These are not practices 
that anyone can master in one time-restricted research project. As such, in this action research I 
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evaluated my growth, throughout a nine-week secondary social studies class, in my three areas of 
research, teaching towards social justice, creating a learner-centered environment, and 
developing tools and strategies to teaching social studies through inquiry, with the understanding 
that these will be career-long goals for me to continue pursuing as a teacher.  
Data Collection Procedures and Timeline 
 The following table (Table 1) outlines the data sources I used to answer each of my 
research questions, the purpose each data source served in my research, and the procedures and 
timeline I set for my data collection. Across each of my research questions I decided to take field 
notes during and after class sessions with students. In my field notes I recorded what happened in 
class - what I did and what the student did- on the left-hand side and responded to those notes 
with comments on the right-hand side. In addition to these notes, I compared lesson plans from a 
previous course of the same subject that was taught earlier in the school year to the course that 
was taught during my action research, as well as classroom artifacts including supplementary 
texts and assignments.  
Table 1.  
Data Sources  




1. How have my 
abilities to teach for 
social justice improved?  
1. Field Notes 




Standards and Rubric 
for Culturally 
Responsive Teaching) 
1. I took notes during 
and after each 
Advanced Law class 
reflecting on my own 
abilities to teach 
towards social justice. 
2. I compared lesson 
plans from our 
Advanced Law class in 
the fall 2020 to our 
1. I took field notes 
during and after each 
class to record what 
happened and reflect on 
my practice. This 
occurred four days a 
week from 02/08/21-
04/09/21 
2. Comparing lesson 
plans occurred 
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lesson plans in spring 
2021 to identify where 
teaching for social 
justice had increased  
3.  I assessed a mini 
lesson I taught in the 
fall 2020 Advanced 
Law class with the 
Rubric for Culturally 
Responsive Teaching. I 
compared that to an 
assessment of a mini 
lesson I updated and 
taught as part of the 
spring 2021 lessons. 
primarily after we 
taught the spring 2021 
class, which concluded 
04/09/21 
3. I assesses my own 
lessons for social 
justice teaching before 
implementation of the 
inquiry model for fall 
2020 and again after 
implementation of the 
inquiry model for 
spring 2021. 
 
2. How have I 
improved in my ability 
to create a student-
centered learning 
environment?  
1. Field Notes 
2. Documents (Lesson 
Plans) 
3. Classroom Artifacts 
(Sources used in 
classes) 
1. I took notes during 
and after each 





2. I compared lesson 
plans from our 
Advanced Law class in 
the fall 2020 to our 
lesson plans in spring 
2021 to identify where 
student-centered 
learning has increased  
3. I compared sources 
used in our Advanced 
Law fall 2020 class to 
our updated sources in 
the spring 2021 class to 
evaluate how the 
chosen sources and 
questions helped 
develop students’ skills 
to navigate and evaluate 
the information 
1. I took field notes 
during and after each 
class to record what 
happened and reflect on 
my practice. This 
occurred four times a 
week from 02/08/21-
04/09/21 
2. Comparing lesson 
plans occurred 
primarily after we 
taught the spring 2021 
class, which concluded 
04/09/21 
3. Comparing source 
materials and questions 
occurred primarily after 
we taught the spring 





3. How have I 
developed tools and 
strategies to guide 
students through an 
inquiry model of 
learning?  
1. Field Notes 
2. Documents (Lesson 
Plans) 
3. Classroom Artifacts 
(Sources used in 
classes) 
1. I took notes during 
and after each 
Advanced Law class 
reflecting on the use of 
the inquiry model (C3) 
2. I compared lesson 
plans from our 
1. I took field notes 
during and after each 
class to record what 
happened and reflect on 
my practice. This 
occurred four times a 
week from 02/08/21-
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Advanced Law class in 
the fall 2020 to our 
lesson plans in spring 
2021 to identify where 
strategies from the 
inquiry model (C3 
Framework) had 
increased  
3. I compared our 
sources used in our 
Advanced Law fall 
2020 class to our 
updated sources in the 
spring 2021 class to 
evaluate how the 
chosen sources and 
questions act as tools 
and strategies to guide 
students through 
inquiry.   
 
04/09/21 
2. Comparing lesson 
plans occurred 
primarily after we 
taught the spring 2021 
class, which concluded 
04/09/21 
3. Comparing source 
materials and questions 
occurred primarily after 
we taught the spring 
2021 class, which 
concluded 04/09/21 
 
Data Analysis Plan 
 Once I collected data for my research, the next stage was to analyze my data. The method 
of analysis I used, because this is a qualitative study, is thematic analysis. Braun and Clark 
(2006) define thematic analysis as “a method for systematically identifying, organizing, and 
offering insights into patterns of meaning (themes) across a data set”. Braun and Clark (2006) 
identify six phases of thematic analysis, outlined in the table below, which I followed in the 
analysis of my own data.  
 In my field notes, I coded my notes and comments for themes that came out of my 
research that related to each of my research questions. To assess my abilities in teaching for 
social justice, I also used the Rubric for Culturally Responsive Lessons developed by Aguilar-
Valdez (2015) to visualize how my teaching for social justice improved during my action 
research. To assess my abilities to create a learner-centered classroom environment, I did a 
comparative analysis of the strategies and themes found in lesson plans and classroom artifacts 
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from the class taught in fall 2020 and the class taught in spring 2021, when I implemented new 
strategies. Finally, the lesson plans and classroom artifacts that I used and created in the 
classroom were considered in my tools and strategies for inquiry.  
Table 2.  







● Read lesson plans side by side and note thoughts concerning research 
questions and themes  
 
● Read through field notes and notes connections to research questions 
   
● Compare classroom artifacts side by side and note thoughts concerning 







● Organize date into meaningful groups with research questions in mind 
 
● Manually code data with notes 
 
● Begin digital code table, collating data within groups 
 






● Organize codes into potential themes using digital table 
 
● Note thoughts on relationships between the emerging themes in digital 
notebook 
 
● Note any potential sub-themes in digital notebook 
 







● Re-read lessons, field notes, and classroom artifacts for coherent patterns 
in themes and for any new themes that may have been missed 
 
● For data with no coherent pattern, re-examine theme and related coded 
data for sub-theme or renaming of theme 
 
● For themes where a coherent pattern exists, examine for individual 
theme validity in relation to entire data. 
 
● Stop when no more substantial and relevant themes emerge 
 
● Examine how themes fit together in relation to research questions and 






● Identify relative narrative for each theme in the digital notebook 
 
● Write a detailed analysis for each theme, to include individual relevance 
and how that relates to overall analysis and answers the questions of this 
research 
 
● Examine written analysis for any excessive overlapping of themes 
 
● Examine each theme for any sub-themes needing to be identified and 
explained 
 
● For each theme, describe scope and content in no more than two 







● Write an analysis within and across themes 
 
● Assure there is written evidence within each theme with related data  
 
● Choose vivid and relevant extract examples for each point of evidence in 
answering research questions 
 
● Create analytic narrative that incorporates evidential answers to each 
research question 




Validity and reliability are important aspects of social research and can be accounted for 
in a variety of ways (Torrance, 2012). Both validity, the quality of being logically sound, and 
reliability, the degree to which accuracy can be considered dependable, are components of 
credibility, the quality of being trusted or believed in. Eisner (1991) believes that credibility of 
qualitative research is grown through a “confluence of evidence” that includes multiple types of 
data (p. 110). Validity of research is one component of providing credibility and can be done 
through triangulation of data (Lather, 1991). Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCesno, Blythe, and 
Neville (2014) explain that one method of triangulation is “method triangulation” which includes 
using multiple methods of data collection.  This is similar to Eisner’s method of structural 
corroboration (1991). Eisner (1991) also believes that getting input and opinions from others in 
the same field serves as a means of consensual validation. This helps to further demonstrate 
credibility.  
In my research, I used multiple methods of data collection. These different methods 
served as method triangulation based on the explanation from Carter et al. (2014). The methods 
of data collection were through lesson plans, field notes during lessons, and classroom artifacts 
including texts and assignments. This allowed me to analyze the data through differing means to 
ensure that I was correctly interpreting the data, as well resulting in “a broader understanding of 
the phenomenon” (Carter et al., 2014, p. 546).  In addition, to further strengthen my credibility, I 
also used member checks to provide a form of consensual validation. These member checks were 
conducted with the assistance of the classroom teacher I worked with throughout the process of 
data collection, as we reflected on the data together after class.   
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Participants and Site Description 
 As I studied my own teaching practices in this action research, I was the primary 
participant of my research. I completed my teacher candidate experience at a high school in a 
mid-size urban district in the Willamette Valley. The school district had 41,770 students enrolled 
at the time of my action research. 46 percent of students identified as White, 42 percent as 
Hispanic/Latinx, 1 percent as Black, 2 percent as Asian, 1 percent as American Indian/Native 
Alaskan, 2 percent as Native Hawaiian/ Pacific Islander, and 5 percent as Multiracial. There 
were 1,742 students enrolled at the high school where I was placed. The demographics at this 
high school differed notably from the district, in that 67 percent of students identify as White and 
only 21 percent of students identify as Hispanic/Latinx. For the duration of this study, I co-taught 
with the classroom teacher in a nine-week Advanced Law course. During Covid-19 restrictions 
we taught in comprehensive distance learning, meeting students twice per week on Zoom and 
using the learning management system Canvas. The class was very small, with seven students in 
total: three 10th graders, one 11th grader, and three 12th graders. The students were majority 
White, with the exception of one student who identified as African American and White.  
 In fall 2020 we taught another Advanced Law course, which was also a small class in 
comprehensive distance learning, with twelve students in total. That class also consisted of 
mostly students identifying as White, with one student identifying as Hispanic/Latinx. During 
that class we used mostly traditional teaching strategies and classroom materials that the teacher 
had been using for a number of years. However, in the class for my action research, in spring 
2021, we taught the curriculum of constitutional law using new methods and new materials, 
which were based in the C3 Framework for the social studies. Much of my data collection and 
analysis included comparing lessons plans and materials from the fall 2020 class to the spring 
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2021 class to assess developments in teaching for social justice, learner-centered strategies, and 
implementation of the inquiry model.  
Limitations and Biases 
 Limitations in my action research include the setting, class size, and content area, which 
differ drastically from a typical secondary social studies classroom. Comprehensive distance 
learning on Zoom was not the ideal setting to fully develop a student-centered learning 
environment because individual and small-group work look very different. Most guidance from 
the teacher on Zoom is done in front of the whole class, and there is little opportunity for one-on-
one work unless scheduled beyond the class period. Additionally, the small class size is not 
typical in a secondary classroom. Creating a student-centered environment with less than ten 
students was likely far more manageable than a classroom of 30 or more students, which is a 
much more typical size of a secondary classroom. Finally, the content taught in Advanced Law, 
being an elective course, was very different from a required social studies course because there 
were no specified Oregon social studies standards or curriculum for law. In this class, the teacher 
and I had a great amount of freedom to teach what we wanted and how we wanted, which is why 
we were able to teach this class in a completely different manner than we taught in fall 2020, and 
we had the opportunity to teach depth over breadth of information in this course. With these 
factors in mind, the results of this study cannot be generalized to any secondary classroom. 
While this study helped me in my teaching practice to develop skills and strategies, I will have to 
adjust those skills and strategies to work in various classroom environments in my future career, 
which will likely look nothing like the setting I was in for my action research. 
 In addition to the above limitations, as the researcher and subject of this research, I also 
hold personal biases as a white, middle class, cisgender woman. When I discuss sociopolitical 
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consciousness and bringing attention to the oppressive natural societal institutions, it comes from 
the perspective of someone who mostly does not experience the daily impact of oppression. My 
assessment of my own ability to foster students’ sociopolitical consciousness, as well as my 
abilities to create a learner-centered classroom environment and develop tools for inquiry in 
social studies, was also through this lens. This bias likely exists within the data collection and 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
Introduction 
 In this chapter I organize and present the data I collected throughout my action research 
in order to attempt to answer the three research questions I set out to answer. The questions I set 
out to answer relate to three aspects of my teaching: teaching for social justice, student-centered 
strategies, and inquiry learning for social studies. These three aspects of teaching overlap in 
various ways, and as such I used similar data collection strategies across all three research 
questions. During a nine-week course titled “Advanced Law” in spring 2021 during my teacher 
candidate experience, my cooperating teacher and I decided to make significant changes to the 
class from the section of the same course we taught in fall 2020 for the purpose of this action 
research. These changes included lessons from C3 Teachers inquiry on first amendment for high 
school students (C3 Teachers), which encompassed an inquiry design model for learning with a 
student-centered classroom experience and authentic outcomes that were relevant to the students' 
lives in school. In fall 2020, students in the class learned constitutional law, with a specific focus 
on fourth and fifth amendment in nine-weeks. During our nine-week class in spring 2021, 
students also learned constitutional law, but this time with a focus on the first amendment, and 
specifically as it applies in schools. At the end of the course students assessed and made 
revisions to their school cyberbullying policy in collaboration with administration, based on their 
knowledge of the first amendment. I took field notes during and after each class period, which I 
analyzed and coded for each research question. Another source of data that I collected and 
analyzed for this class was lesson plans, both from the class taught in fall 2020 and the class 
taught in spring 2021. I was able to compare and contrast these lesson plans for successes, areas 
of improvement, and needs in each area of my research. For the area of teaching for social 
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justice, I compared a specific mini-unit I planned and taught in fall 2020 to a new mini-unit I 
taught in spring 2021 on the Rubric for Culturally Responsive Lessons/Assignments (Aguilar-
Valdez, 2015). For the areas of student-centered strategies and inquiry for social studies, my 
third source of data was classroom artifacts, including source readings and assignments, once 
again comparing examples from the fall 2020 course to examples from the spring 2021 course to 
identify changes in my teaching. The following will outline how I analyzed this data, including 
organization, coding, and identification of themes and my overall findings.    
Data Analysis 
Teaching for Social Justice 
 
The research question I am addressing in this section is: “How have my abilities to teach 
for social justice improved?” To answer this question, I organized my data and coded each piece 
of data - field notes, lesson plans, and rubrics for culturally responsive lessons - with relevant 
codes for the topic of teaching for social justice. I then continued to follow the steps of data 
analysis as outlined in the previous chapter on methodology. I organized each of the codes that I 
had identified into themes and potential sub-themes about teaching for social justice that had 
emerged in the data (See Table 3). After completing this step, I re-examined the field notes, 
lesson plans, and rubrics for culturally responsive lessons in order to affirm patterns in themes 
and seek any new themes that were originally missed. I updated my digital code and theme table 
with any new findings from the re-examination. After that I was able to examine themes for 
relationships and create a thematic map (See Figure 1). I have analyzed each theme for overall 
relevance to the research question, and in the following section I will provide an analysis across 
all themes identified within teaching for social justice, broken down by data source.  
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As an answer to the research question “How have my abilities to teach for social justice 
improved?” I have found that my abilities to teach for social justice have improved in ways 
centered on the theme of voice. By planning to make student voices central in our class and 
planning to highlight a variety of voices from different perspectives in our curriculum, students 
from various backgrounds were able to access our lessons, influence our lessons, and take action 
on an issue relevant to their lives in our class. Voice is one of several categories on the Rubric 
for Culturally Responsive Lessons/Assignments (Aguilar-Valdez, 2015). I found this category to 
be a key to unlocking teaching for social justice.  
Field Notes  
As outlined in my field notes, the first day of our Advanced Law class in spring 
2021 set a tone of student voice being at the center of learning. To introduce the topic of 
constitutional law, students were provided a list of rights afforded by the constitution and 
placed into a simulation where they were told aliens have landed on our planet and they 
do not agree with the rights in our country. The students had the task to eliminate some of 
their rights, but they got to choose the rights to be eliminated. (Field notes, February 4, 
2021). For this simulation, the students had to work as a group to come to a consensus. 
The teacher was present to provide guidance as needed and answer questions, but the 
students had complete control over which rights were eliminated. In this exercise, 
students must develop a strong understanding of their own rights as a citizen in order to 
make the difficult decision of which rights they would give up. This goes to sociopolitical 
consciousness because students who know their rights develop the ability to defend their 
own rights and the rights of others. If teaching for social justice is encouraging students 
to apply their knowledge in a contemporary context and enact change in their own 
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community, developing student voice is at the center of that. As the class continued, 
students had more opportunities to develop their voice by engaging in discussion and 
collaboration with their peers. Each day of class students were introduced to a new 
supporting question on the topic of students’ first amendment rights, which they would 
answer by reading sources and discussing what they learned with their classmates. With 
the unique setting of only three or four students in class, students had many opportunities 
to share and develop their voice.  
Throughout this course, students focused on constitutional law, but in ways that 
were relevant to them, because they analyzed first amendment rights in schools. By 
becoming experts in their own first amendment rights in school, students developed the 
knowledge and skills to take action on this issue in their own school. After four weeks of 
building content knowledge by analyzing different sources, I introduced to students a 
project to take informed action. The project I suggested to students, from C3 Teachers 
inquiry outline on first amendment, was to reevaluate the schools cyberbullying policy as 
it pertains to first amendment rights and consider revisions to the policy. After explaining 
this project and the possibility to collaborate with administration to make an actual 
change in school policy, students expressed excitement that their voice would be heard in 
their school. One student remarked “I feel powerful” (Field notes, March 12, 2021). After 
developing students' voices in the classroom, students were given an opportunity to have 
their voice heard outside of the classroom. There were two class periods of students, and 
while one class looked at the school’s cyberbullying policy, the other class, based on 
interest in a particular source they read in class, shifted focus in taking informed action to 
developing a way students can freely and anonymously evaluate and give feedback to 
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teachers. Both these concepts for taking informed action were brought to administration 
and students in the class had an opportunity to share their concerns with an assistant 
principal.  
Lesson Plans 
In both fall 2020 and spring 2021 there were planned opportunities to hear student 
contributions, but the key difference was the types of contributions we were expecting 
from students. In the fall 2020 Advanced Law class, student contributions tended to be 
about application of concepts. For example, in one exercise titled “Is it a Search?”, 
students were asked to apply concepts they learned about the fourth amendment to a 
series of scenarios to determine whether or not fourth amendment rights had been 
violated in each fictional scenario (Lesson Plans, October 20, 2021). This exercise 
focuses on social studies concepts very objectively as students apply concepts 
formulaically. In spring 2021, students applied the concepts they were learning, and also 
went further to develop their voice by approaching constitutional law subjectively more 
often. In one lesson, students read excerpts from a case Morse v Frederick and read an 
excerpt from Supreme Court Justice Thomas’ concurring opinion on the verdict of the 
case. The students were asked to not only apply concepts from previous learning, but also 
develop their voice by writing their own opinion on the case, taking on the role of a 
Supreme Court justice (Lesson Plans, March, 2, 2021).  
Overall, in fall 2020, students learned a majority of content from the instructor. 
Students discussed some real cases and fictional scenarios to apply concepts, but they 
learned the concepts in class mostly by listening and writing notes, as is typical in a 
traditional classroom setting. In spring 2021, there was very little lecture style teaching, 
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except for a few key concepts that were more efficiently taught directly to students. 
Students learned more concepts by reading sources that highlighted different perspectives 
on student rights in school, and by discussing these cases and listening to each others’ 
varying perspectives.    
Rubric for Culturally Responsive Lessons 
Between fall 2020 and spring 2021, I compared the lessons that came at the end of 
each course at the end of the quarter on the Rubric for Culturally Responsive Lessons/ 
Assignments (Aguilar-Valdez, 2015, Appendix A). I found the categories most applicable 
to teaching for social justice were Voice, Differentiation, Access, and Social Justice. 
Between the lessons planned in fall 2020 and the lessons planned in spring 2021, I 
determined improvements in all these areas, which demonstrates how I have begun to 
improve my abilities to teach for social justice. 
At the end of fall 2020 I planned and taught lessons on fifth amendment concepts. 
I compared these to my lessons for taking informed action, which concluded our class in 
spring 2021. For “Voice”, I found in fall 2020 my lessons were effective/highly effective 
because students worked in groups to read cases and apply concepts to come to 
conclusions. Groups had opportunities to share their ideas with the rest of the class. In 
spring 2021 I found the taking informed action lessons to be highly effective because, 
again, students were collaborating and sharing ideas. The taking informed action project 
was completely student-centered, with teacher guidance only when needed.  
In fall 2020 I found my lessons to be minimal/emerging in the area of 
“Differentiation” because all students were interacting with the same legal cases in the 
same way, and all students demonstrated their learning in the same way, by engaging in 
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class discussion. In the area of “Access” I found my lessons in fall 2020 to be effective 
because students were engaging with concepts first in direct instruction, then by reading 
summaries of legal cases, and finally in class discussion, which are three different ways 
ideas were communicated. In the taking informed action project in spring 2021, 
“Differentiation” would have remained at emerging based on my lesson plans, because I 
only planned one, predetermined way for students to demonstrate learning with informed 
action. However, “Differentiation” became effective/highly effective because, after 
listening to student input, we provided opportunities to express learning in different ways 
based on their interests by allowing students to choose their own topic for taking 
informed action. “Access” also became highly effective because new cases and concepts 
were introduced based on student interests and input.  
Finally, in comparing the culminating assignment in each class, in fall 2020 
students connected learning to a hypothetical scenario with an essay assignment about a 
school drug testing policy (Appendix B). While this assignment did relate students’ 
knowledge of fourth amendment rights to their experience as students, it was not 
authentic to an actual issue in their school. In spring 2021 students connected learning to 
potential concerns in their school policy and were able to voice their concerns to 
administration. Although not all students in the class found they had concerns with the 
school policy, it was an opportunity for all students to work towards authentic outcomes 
that go beyond the classroom, which is the crux of the category “Social Justice”. I found 
“Social Justice” to be minimal in Fall 2020, whereas in spring 2021 I determined it was 
effective.  
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Table 3.  




Theme Codes from Data 
Field Notes Voice 
Students had opportunities to 
collaborate with each other and share 
their ideas throughout inquiry learning 
● Discussion 
● Student Voice  
 
 
 Social Justice 
The inquiry focused on constitutional 
law as it applies to students and 
allowed students to make an impact in 
their school. 
● Relevant to students  





Lessons for inquiry learning in spring 
2021 focused on discussion as a tool 
for learning. 
● Discussion 
● Student voice  
 Perspectives  
In fall 2020 the instructor dictated most 
learning, while in spring 2021 students 
constructed knowledge from multiple 
sources from multiple perspectives  
● Instructor providing one perspective 
● Sources from multiple perspectives  
● Students hear each other’s 
perspectives 
Rubric  Voice 
“Students work together cooperatively”  
● Collaboration 
● Discussion 
 Differentiation and Access 
In spring 2021 discussions were led by 
student interests and assignments were 
altered to reflect student interests. The 
lesson originally only allowed one 
predetermined format for the final 
product.  
● Informed by student input 
● Predetermined format  
 Perspectives 
“Discourse and perspectives are 
presented in a variety of ways” 
● Sources from multiple perspectives  
 Social Justice  
“Opportunities to connect learning to 
social concerns relevant to the 
students” 
● Hypothetical scenario 
● Authentic outcomes  
● Predetermined avenues  
 









 The research question I am addressing in this section is: “How have I improved in my 
ability to create a student-centered learning environment?”. To answer this question, I followed 
the same process of data analysis that I outlined for the previous research question. I organized 
my data and coded each piece of data - field notes, lesson plans, and classroom artifacts - with 
relevant codes for the topic of student-centered classroom strategies. I organized each of the 
codes that I had identified into themes and potential sub-themes about the student-centered 
learning environment (See Table 4). I then re-examined the field notes, lesson plans, and 
SOCIAL STUDIES DOESN’T HAVE TO BE “BORING” 
 
61 
classroom artifacts to affirm patterns in themes and seek any new themes that were missed, and I 
updated my digital code and theme table with any new findings. I examined themes within 
student-centered strategies for relationships and created a thematic map as I did for the previous 
research question (See Figure 2). I have analyzed each theme for overall relevance to my second 
research question, and I will be providing an analysis across all themes identified within 
strategies for a student-centered learning environment, broken down by data source.  
 In answering the question, “How have I improved in my ability to create a student-
centered learning environment?”, I have found a high degree of overlap between the previous 
investigation of teaching for social justice and a student-centered learning environment. As 
student voice is central to teaching for social justice, student voice is also a central goal of a 
student-centered learning environment. Rather than the teacher’s voice being front and center, in 
a student-centered environment, the students’ voices move the class forward. With that being 
said, I ran into some obstacles trying to implement strategies towards a student-centered learning 
environment. Students more frequently sit quietly and receive information from their teachers in 
the classroom than they take on the burden of learning, and this seemed to be especially true in 
comprehensive distance learning. Every student simply did not come into the classroom with the 
reading skills, analysis skills, or discourse skills that are necessary for a truly learner-centered 
experience, nor did they feel confident in their abilities to guide their own learning. I found that, 
in order to successfully implement student-centered strategies in the classroom, I needed to 
develop more scaffolding for students to develop these skill sets.  
Field Notes  
 A strategy for student centered instruction that we used in the classroom was 
questioning patterns. When learning is presented as a question that must be solved rather 
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than an answer that is absolute, students are engaged in active learning to solve questions. 
Asking questions leads to further questions, which leads to further learning. An example 
being, in the first lesson when we asked students “Which of your rights would you be 
willing to eliminate?” students began asking questions about their rights to achieve a 
better understanding such as, “What is the definition of “arms” in the “right to bear 
arms?” and “What does “bodily integrity” mean?” (Field notes, February 4, 2021). By 
asking these questions, students develop a deeper understanding of content knowledge 
and go beyond surface-level meaning.  
 However, patterns of questioning were only successful when students had the 
ability to seek out the answers to questions. In the first lesson we found that students 
struggled to collaborate with one another with the teacher no longer directing every 
action of the class. While the expectation was for students to work together to build 
understanding and come to a consensus on what rights to eliminate, we saw very little 
collaboration at first. One student would ask a question on the Zoom call, then they 
would receive no response from their peers (Field notes, February 9, 2021). In order to 
better prepare students for discussion later in the course, I developed my ability to create 
a student-centered learning environment by asking students to brainstorm a list of 
discussion norms when working with classmates. This list included key aspects of good 
discussion including balanced participation and respect for each other's ideas (Field 
notes, March 30, 2021). 
I also found throughout the course that students reading complex sources, 
including excerpts from legal cases and supreme court justice opinions, needed extra 
support to read and analyze those sources effectively. After reading a case for the first 
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time, I noticed students retained very little information and did not have a clear 
understanding of what they read. As Lattimer (2010) writes, “If [students] don’t have a 
purpose for reading the text we’ve set before them, they are likely to allow their eyes to 
wander through the page without a clear sense of direction. They will retain very little 
information and are unlikely to truly understand the concepts addressed in the reading” 
(21). I realized that I was not giving my students a clear purpose in the readings they 
were doing, and because learning in the class was contingent on students’ constructing 
knowledge from the sources, a significant gap in understanding was developing. In later 
lessons I improved my ability to guide and support students in a learner-centered 
environment by providing scaffolds for reading, such as graphic organizers that clearly 
direct students to a purpose in their reading (Field notes, March 4, 2021).  
 Throughout much of the course, students were all on the same track learning the 
same concepts at the same pace, which is more typical of a teacher-centered classroom. 
In the taking informed action project towards the end of the class, I found the value in 
differentiation and student choice. Throughout the project, students had opportunities to 
work at their own pace. Some students benefited from having more time, while other 
students had opportunities to go deeper with their learning by answering additional 
prompts about the sources they read and how they applied to the project. Also, one group 
of students decided to focus on student evaluations of teachers, a topic of their own 
choosing and interest. This group of students showed a higher level of interest in the 
project and their responses were more in-depth. Although students were excited by the 
prospect of taking informed action, some students questioned their own ability to take 
action. One student commented “I feel like I won’t be good at writing policy” (Field 
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notes, March 12, 2021). As a teacher, my role in taking informed action was to guide 
students and provide many scaffolds, such as examples and scaffolds for reading and 
writing including graphic organizers, so students could develop the skills they needed to 
be successful. Taking informed action is not currently a consistent strategy across 
secondary classrooms, so many students needed extra support and guidance in learning 
how to use their voice to enact change.    
Lesson Plans 
As discussed in the previous section, student voice in lesson planning for fall 
2020 remained objective, based on content knowledge, whereas students in spring 2021 
developed their voice by sharing their opinions more frequently. In our plans, student 
discussion of readings was an important tool for learning. Discussions about each reading 
allowed students to review previous knowledge and construct new knowledge. Because 
students were learning mostly through reading and interpreting complex texts, I realized 
during spring 2021 I needed to plan more scaffolds in my lessons to support students 
reading. Graphic organizers for students to organize information from multiple sources 
was one scaffold I began implementing to support student reading and comprehension.  
In fall 2020 lesson plans there was direct instruction every day, versus spring 
2021 there was probably too little direct instruction planned. I found that there needs to 
be a balance in even the most student-centered classroom of direct instruction on key 
concepts to strengthen student understanding. For example, for students reading legal 
cases on constitutional law, we found it important that students understand the process of 
appellate courts, where these cases come out of. The most efficient and effective way for 
students to receive this information, we decided, was direct instruction (Lesson Plan, 
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February 11, 2021).  
 Classroom Artifacts   
There are significant differences between the classroom artifacts, meaning 
readings and assignments, that we used in Advanced Law fall 2020 versus spring 2021. 
Most of the readings in each class are court cases, which is not surprising because this 
matches the content of the class. The sources from the fall 2020 class are written as short 
summaries of cases. They provide only the information students need, which makes them 
simpler to read. These summaries, however, are filled with complex vocabulary that is 
important for students to know. In spring 2021, we used sources from C3 Teachers 
inquiry on first amendment, which includes mainly excerpts from court cases, as well as 
other documents including an excerpt from a Supreme Court justice opinion. These 
sources are more complex, and they are also what Lattimer (2010) refers to as “authentic 
texts” (5). Two important questions Lattimer (2010) urges educators to consider while 
choosing texts are “Is this form of text authentic to the subject area?” and “Will students 
be able to access this text?” (4).  I have found that the texts in fall 2020 were more 
accessible to students, while texts in the C3 Teachers first amendment inquiry were more 
authentic to the subject area of law. As we posted readings for students, we prepared the 
readings by eliminating what we saw as excess information and clearly marking sections 
to guide student reading. By doing this, we attempted to achieve texts that were both 
authentic and accessible. We found students still were challenged by these texts but were 
able to read and analyze the texts with scaffolds, such as graphic organizers.  
The assignments in fall 2020 Advanced Law were very clear and specific. 
Namely, the final essay assignment on a drug testing policy in school had a very specific 
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scenario and a lengthy rubric for students to follow (Appendix B). Based on students' 
responses, this rubric helped students understand exactly what was expected of them. On 
the contrary, the assignments in spring 2021 tended to be more open ended, which 
students seemed to struggle with. To answer the compelling question “Are students 
protected by the first amendment?”, students had the choice to answer the question in any 
format they chose (essay, one-pager, poster, etc), using at least four sources from class as 
concrete evidence to support their claim. There was a rubric provided (Appendix C), but 
it was less specific to account for the various options they had to demonstrate their 
learning. Students seemed to struggle with the open-endedness of this assignment 
because they were not sure how to complete it “correctly”. They were not accustomed to 
taking on the responsibility of choosing how to format their assignments.   
Table 4. 




Theme Codes from Data 
Field Notes Strategies- Questioning 
Questioning at the center of learning 
leads students to higher-order thinking 
 
● Questioning at center of learning 
● Higher order thinking 
 Scaffolding - Discussion 
Students were reluctant to engage in 
discussion, even after direct instruction 
for discussion norms and expectations. 
What factor did online learning play in 
students’ inability to have effective 
conversations? 
 
● Students lack skills for discussion 
● Need for direct instruction on discussion 
● Zoom as a barrier?  
  
 Scaffolding - Reading 
Student needed additional supports in  
reading and analysis to scaffold inquiry 
learning because students were 
● Analysis of sources 
● Students need supports for reading 
complex texts  
● Students lack analysis skills  
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interacting with complex texts With 
added supports students showed 
learning of new concepts  
● Need to model skills  
● Added supports for reading and analysis 
● Students developing reading and analysis 
skills 
 
 Strategies - Differentiation 
Student choice in taking action led to 
more in-depth outcomes 
● Authentic outcomes  
● Power of choice 
 Scaffolding - Student Efficacy 
Students started with low self-efficacy 
to apply learning to authentic outcomes 
(written policy) 
● Authentic outcomes 




Opportunities for students to be at the 
center of their own learning.  
● Application 
● Discussion 
● Questioning  
● Student voice 
 Strategies - Multiple Sources 
Rather than the teacher dictating 
learning, students dictate learning in 
their analysis of  
sources  
● Analysis of sources  
● Student discovery  
● Teacher as guide 
 
 Scaffolding - Reading 
Students need to be taught skills and 
strategies to learn in a style that is 
different than they are used to. 
● Students take notes during lectures  
● Note taking strategies for reading 
 
 Scaffolding - Instruction 
Balance of direct instruction and 
student-centered learning. 
● Lots of direct instruction  
● Students lack content knowledge  
● Direct instruction still necessary 




Spring 2021 assignment “Taking 
Informed Action” encourages 
collaboration among students.  
● Opportunities to collaborate 
● Teacher as guide 
 Strategies - Multiple Sources 
Students construct meaning through 
their own analysis and interpretation 
 of sources  
● Authentic texts  
● Analysis and interpretation 
● Constructing meaning 
 Strategies - Social Justice 
Taking informed action assignment 
requires students to go beyond the  
classroom  
● Hypothetical scenario 
● Authentic outcomes  
 




Student Centered Strategies: Thematic Map 
 
Inquiry Model of Learning for Social Studies 
 
The final research question I am addressing is: “How have I developed tools and 
strategies to guide students through an inquiry model of learning?”. I again followed the same 
process of data analysis that I outlined for the previous two research questions. I organized my 
data and coded each piece of data - field notes, lesson plans, and classroom artifacts - with 
relevant codes for the topic of inquiry in social studies. I organized each of the codes that I had 
identified into themes and potential sub-themes about the student-centered learning environment 
(See Table 5). Next, I re-examined the field notes, lesson plans, and classroom artifacts to affirm 
patterns in themes and seek any new themes that were missed in the first overview, then updated 
my digital code and theme table with any new findings. I examined themes within inquiry for 
relationships and created a third thematic map (See Figure 3). I have analyzed each theme for 
overall relevance to my third research question, and I will be providing an analysis across all 
themes I have identified, organized by data source.  
What I have found in response to the question “How have I developed tools and 
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strategies to guide students through an inquiry model of learning?” is that, by going through each 
step of the C3 Framework for inquiry once, I have begun to understand classroom strategies that 
can be used and scaffolds that students may need to be successful throughout in each step of the 
C3 Framework. I came to realize that scaffolding student learning is a significant role of the 
instructor in inquiry learning, because it is a classroom style that most students are not familiar 
with and will need practice to master. By guiding and supporting students through inquiry, I can 
help develop students’ understanding beyond a typical classroom experience.  
Field Notes  
 My findings on an inquiry model of learning overlap in many ways with my 
finding on student-centered strategies, because inquiry learning is one specific example 
of a student-centered classroom strategy. In the second step of the C3 Framework, 
applying disciplinary concepts and tools, we utilized patterns of questioning. For 
example, after students learned about the case Morse v Frederick, in which The Supreme 
Court decided schools have the right to limit student speech promoting illegal drug use, 
our students engaged in a discussion where they were asked “Can a student wear a shirt 
to school with a marijuana leaf on it?” One student applied the concept from the case 
arguing “Yes, they should be able to because it doesn’t necessarily promote illegal drug 
use. There are hemp products used for other reasons and marijuana can be used 
medically” (Field notes, March 5, 2021). We asked a follow-up question “Can a student 
wear a shirt to school that says, “Crack Dealer”? The students in the class agreed that it 
would not be okay because it clearly promotes illegal drug sales and drug use, which the 
Supreme Court stated was not protected speech in schools (Field notes, March 5, 2021). 
Throughout the course, students applied new concepts by asking and answering questions 
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either in discussion or in assignments. This is a strategy for inquiry I was able to develop 
over the course of this action research.  
The third step of the C3 Framework is evaluating sources and using evidence. 
Students were able to build these skills by reading and evaluating excerpts from court 
cases and other authentic sources. However, I found throughout the course that students 
reading these complex sources needed extra support to read and analyze those sources 
effectively. In later lessons I improved my ability to guide and support students in an 
inquiry model of learning by providing scaffolds for reading, such as graphic organizers 
that clearly direct students to a purpose in their reading. In one lesson, as students were 
assigned to read one of four cases and share the case they read with the class, I provided a 
graphic organizer that students could use to record four key points of each case: “Name 
of the Case”, “What Happened? (brief summary)”, “The Decision”, and “The Precedent 
(what does it mean for future cases?)” (Field notes, March 4, 2021). With this graphic 
organizer, students had a clear purpose for reading their case and knew exactly what to 
share with their classmates.  
The fourth step of the C3 Framework is communicating conclusions and taking 
informed action. Strategies I was able to implement for this step included collaboration 
among students and differentiation. As I had found earlier in the course that students 
struggled to engage in discussion with peers, I scaffolded collaboration and developed 
my tools for inquiry learning by asking students to brainstorm a list of discussion norms 
when working with classmates. This list included key aspects of good discussion 
including balanced participation and respect for each other's ideas (Field notes, March 30, 
2021). I differentiated the learning process by allowing students to work at their own 
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pace, working one on one with students to support their learning (Field notes, March 17, 
2021). I also differentiated products by allowing students to pursue their own interests in 
the taking informed action project and create a completely different style of proposal 
(Field notes, April 2, 2021). With differentiation, students had multiple ways to access 
and demonstrate learning 
Lesson Plans 
 Using the C3 Teachers inquiry design model for first amendment, our lesson 
plans guided us through the steps of the C3 Framework for social studies. The first step, 
which is developing questions and planning inquiries, was completed before class began, 
because we developed the questions and planned the inquiry for the students. This was 
effective for the very first inquiry model we went through with students because they 
were unfamiliar with the format of inquiry, but I also saw opportunities to incorporate 
student voice and student input to plan future inquiries. Having student input in the 
questions of inquiry would greatly increase student interest and engagement in class.  
 In the second step of inquiry, applying disciplinary concepts and tools, we 
planned in limited capacities to introduce concepts and tools to students, which they 
could apply to their reading of sources. For example, we introduced the structure of the 
appellate courts to students in direct instruction, which is a key concept to understanding 
constitutional law (Lesson Plan, February 11, 2021). Another concept we introduced to 
students within inquiry was the “No Prior Restraint Rule”, which is another concept 
within constitutional law, that we then asked students to apply to two cases in the 
investigation (Lesson Plans, February 18, 2021). At the same time, students were 
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expected to apply prior knowledge of government and even prior knowledge of law from 
their prerequisite course, Youth and Law, to interpret and analyze the cases.  
In the third step of inquiry, evaluating sources and using evidence, we planned for 
students to read and evaluate a variety of sources using the C3 Teachers first amendment 
inquiry model. Rather than the teacher dictating learning, students dictated their own 
learning in their analysis of sources. Each class we planned to introduce new sources, 
which introduced new concepts in our inquiry of the first amendment in schools. These 
sources included complex and authentic texts such as excerpts from court cases. I did not 
plan supports for reading in the beginning of the quarter, which led to some students 
quickly falling behind in knowledge and understanding. As the course progressed, I 
found it necessary to plan for additional scaffolds to students reading, such as graphic 
organizers and note taking strategies.  
In the fourth step of inquiry, communicating conclusions and taking informed 
action, we planned for a lot of collaboration in class to scaffold student learning. Working 
with peers can be an effective support for students, and it made sense in their taking 
informed action project, to propose one new policy as a team, rather than propose several 
policies. This is also an authentic process to the discipline of law and government, 
because lawmakers collaborate and must reach consensus in everything they do. To 
scaffold student collaboration, I planned to prepare students for discussion by 
brainstorming a list of discussion norms when working with classmates (Lesson plans, 
March 30, 2021).  
 




Step two of inquiry, application of discipline concepts and tools, can be observed 
in each of the assignments that students were asked to complete in spring 2021. The 
assignments built on concepts from class and asked students to use the cases they read to 
develop their understanding. For example, after reading the case Morse v Frederick and 
the concurring opinion of Supreme Court Justice Thomas, the students’ assignment was, 
“Write a concurring (agreeing) or dissenting (disagreeing) opinion on Morse v Frederick” 
(Assignment, March 5 2021). In this assignment, students had to apply disciplinary 
concepts, by using previous knowledge and readings to develop their opinion, and use 
disciplinary tools, including the writing style of an opinion statement.  
Step three of inquiry, evaluating sources and using evidence, is demonstrated in 
the authentic texts that students read, and their assignments, in which they use evidence 
from the texts to support their answers. I developed tools for inquiry by developing these 
assignments, which are based on the C3 Teacher first amendment inquiry model but 
edited and revised to meet the needs of our class. For example, at the end of their 
learning, students were asked to “Construct an argument (detailed outline, poster, one-
pager, essay, or something else of your choice) that addresses the compelling question 
[Are students protected by the first amendment?] using specific claims  and relevant 
evidence from historical and contemporary sources” (Assignment, March 9, 2021).  In 
this assignment, students took the sources they had already analyzed and evaluated and 
used evidence from these sources to construct their own arguments. I created a rubric to 
help guide students in constructing their argument, because I recognized that some of my 
students needed additional guidance and support (Appendix C).  
In step four of inquiry, communicating conclusions and taking informed action, I 
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developed my tools for inquiry by guiding students through a taking informed action 
project with authentic outcomes in their school. In their assignment, students were able to 
collaborate in creating a policy, and each wrote their own rationale, or supporting 
statement for the policy, using evidence from the sources they read in class to support 
their policy. I found that collaboration helped students feel more confident in writing 
policy, but writing a supporting statement held every student accountable for their 
contributions and for their content understanding. In their final responses, the students 
who decided to work on a topic of their choosing clearly demonstrated a higher level of 
interest in the project, which for me, shows that students' input and student choice are 








Theme Codes from Data 
Field Notes Strategies - Questioning 
Questioning at the center of learning leads 
students to higher-order thinking. Student 
voice becomes central to learning as students 
answer questions.  
● Questioning at center of 
learning 
● Higher order thinking 
● Student voice 
 Scaffolding - Reading 
Student needed additional supports in reading 
and analysis to scaffold inquiry learning 
because students were interacting with 
complex texts  
 
With added supports students showed learning 
of new concepts 
● Analysis of sources 
● Students need supports for 
reading complex texts  
● Students lack analysis skills  
● Need to model skills  
● Added supports for reading 
and analysis 
● Students developing reading 
and analysis skills 
 Scaffolding - Discussion 
Students were reluctant to engage in 
discussion, even after direct instruction for 
● Students lack skills for 
discussion 
● Need for direct instruction on 
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discussion norms and expectations. What 
factor did online learning play in students’ 
inability to have effective conversations? 
discussion 
● Zoom as a barrier?  
 Scaffolding - Student Efficacy 
Students started with low self-efficacy to apply 
learning to authentic outcomes (written policy) 
● Authentic outcomes 
● “I don’t think I’ll be able to 
do that”  
 Strategies - Differentiation 
Student choice in taking action led to more in-
depth outcomes 
● Authentic outcomes  
● Power of choice 
Lesson 
Plans 
Strategies - Various types of sources  
Rather than the teacher dictating learning, 
students dictate learning in their analysis of 
sources  
● Analysis of sources 
● Voices  
● Student discovery  
● Teacher as guide  
 Scaffolding - Instruction 
Balance of direct instruction and student-
centered learning. 
● Students lack content 
knowledge  
● Direct instruction still 
necessary for key concepts  
 Scaffolding - Reading 
Students need to be taught skills and strategies 
to learn in a style that is different than they are 
used to. 
● Students take notes during 
lectures  
● Note taking strategies for 
reading 
 Collaboration 
Students work with one another to 
 construct meaning. 
● Discussion 
● Shared writing  
● Student voice  
Classroom  
Artifacts  
Strategies - Authentic Texts  
Sources are authentic to the discipline of social 
studies 
 
● Authentic texts  
● Higher reading level 
 Strategies - Questioning 
Questioning patterns encourage higher order 
thinking 
 
● One question  
● Questioning patterns 
 Scaffolding - Reading  
The texts students are working with require 
additional supports 
 
● Authentic texts  
● Higher reading level 
 Scaffolding - Instruction 
Students struggled with broad assignments  
● Clear expectations  
● Teacher guidance 
● Online learning as a barrier to 
student engagement? 
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 Authentic Outcomes 
Students take learning beyond the  
classroom. 
● Hypothetical scenario 
● Authentic outcomes  
 
Figure 3. 










SOCIAL STUDIES DOESN’T HAVE TO BE “BORING” 
 
77 
CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS 
Discussion 
 
My goal in this action research was to develop my abilities as a teacher, working towards 
my mission statement, as stated in Chapter 1, to create a positive, safe space for all students, that 
is focused on active learning rather than passive learning, and work with students to deliver 
engaging and culturally responsive lessons that are differentiated to their interests and needs as 
learners. To work towards these goals, I developed three areas of research based on three areas of 
my teaching: teaching for social justice, learner-centered teaching strategies, and inquiry-based 
social studies education using the C3 Framework. In Chapter 2 on this action research, I 
underwent an in-depth review of previous literature on each of these topics in education to 
inform my goals and guide me towards strategies I could implement in my own classroom. I 
wrote three specific research questions as a foundation to this research and I created a plan to 
implement new strategies into the classroom and collect data, as outline in the methodology in 
Chapter 3. Finally, I presented my data and analysis in the data in Chapter 4 in order to answer 
my research questions.   
For my first research question, “How have my abilities to teach for social justice 
improved?”, I found that my abilities to teach for social justice improved throughout my action 
research in ways centered on the theme of voice. Student voice was essential in successfully 
reaching social justice outcomes in the classroom. In answering my second research question, 
“How have I improved in my ability to create a student-centered learning environment?”, I found 
that, as student voice is central to teaching for social justice, student voice is also a central goal 
of a student-centered learning environment. Finally, for my third research question, “How have I 
developed tools and strategies to guide students through an inquiry model of learning?” I found 
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that the goals and strategies of the C3 Framework align with my two previous goals of a learner-
centered classroom and teaching for social justice. By going through each step of the C3 
Framework for inquiry, I began to understand appropriate classroom strategies and scaffolds that 
students may need to develop their voice throughout in each step of the C3 Framework. 
The theme I found central to my improvements and successes in each area of my research 
was “voice”. In my analysis of teaching for social justice, I used the Rubric for Culturally 
Responsive Lessons/Assignments (Aguilar-Valdez, 2015, Appendix A). “Voice” is one of 
several categories within the rubric, and I found the category to be central to teaching for social 
justice. As voice is central to social justice teaching, it is also central to a learner-centered 
classroom environment.  In a learner-centered classroom, student voice is the catalyst for 
learning, including collaboration among students and student interests that drive questions for 
classroom learning. In the C3 Framework for social studies, student voice is ideally central to 
each step of inquiry, from developing questions to communicating conclusions and taking 
informed action, because inquiry is a fully student-centered learning model.  
Throughout this action research I attempted to use the C3 Framework for social studies 
inquiry to implement learner-centered classroom strategies, specifically to guide students to 
social justice outcomes. Although my classroom strategies throughout the action research were 
not always successful, I was successful in developing my abilities in each area of my research. 
By implementing a structure of inquiry based on the C3 Framework for social studies, student-
centered strategies and social justice outcomes were naturally embedded. I found that, by going 
through each step of the C3 Framework for inquiry once with a group of students, I developed an 
understanding of classroom strategies that are appropriate and scaffolds that students may need 
to be successful throughout in each step of the C3 Framework.  
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In my action research I was confronted with the fact that authentic outcomes of social 
justice, fully student-centered learning environments, and inquiry-based learning models are not 
commonplace in my students’ classrooms. As such, with these new learning strategies, students 
required a high level of scaffolding and support to be successful. This conclusion is similar to 
that of other programs that have implemented fully student-centered strategies, such as the New 
Tech Network, discussed in the literature review of this action research. Hernández et. al (2019) 
found that, “New Tech Network highlights the importance of differentiation skills for project-
based learning, including the need for teachers to strategically use scaffolds and formative 
assessments to ensure students have adequate supports throughout their project work” (p. 50). 
Likewise, in my action research, I found it necessary to differentiate learning with scaffolds 
appropriate to each student and formative assessments to ensure each student was getting the 
support they needed to succeed. As I implemented more scaffolds into learning, I observed 
students have higher levels of success.  
Implications 
 
 The implications of this action research for my own future practice and the practice of 
other educators is that changing the model of learning in the classroom is not only a challenge 
for a teacher, but also a challenge for students, and teachers need to account for that challenge by 
differentiating learning with scaffolds and supports so students can be successful. The topics of 
study in this action research - teaching for social justice, creating a student-centered learning 
environment, and implementing the C3 Framework for social studies - are not simple strategies 
that an educator can introduce to a classroom with ease. These strategies for teaching completely 
alter the dynamic of learning in a classroom. They do not only change the way educators teach, 
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but they change the way students learn. To implement these strategies, as I have found, student 
voice must be at the center of the classroom. The role of teacher shifts from a disseminator of 
knowledge that is front and center in the classroom, to a guide who works alongside students. As 
the teacher releases some responsibility in the classroom, students must be prepared to take on 
that responsibility. As outlined in the literature review of this action research, there is endless 
research pointing to the positive learning outcomes that stem from teaching for social justice, 
learner-centered classroom strategies, and inquiry in social studies. As an educator wanting to 
implement these strategies into the classroom, I must account for students with various needs and 
understand that students have learned to learn in certain ways, and they must learn to learn in 
new ways in order to experience the benefits to their learning that can come from these 
strategies. Although students take on more responsibility of learning with each of these 
strategies, the responsibility of the teacher to scaffold learning increases immensely as well. 
Without appropriate support, few students will be successful in a classroom where these 
strategies are central.   
Strengths and Limitations 
 
 A strength of this action research is that, in order to study teaching for social justice, 
creating a student-centered learning environment, and the C3 Framework for social studies, I was 
able to implement these new strategies into the classroom for a full quarter of learning. By 
intentionally implementing these strategies and adjusting my strategies as the quarter progressed, 
I could develop an understanding of my successes and opportunities to improve in each of my 
areas of research. However, because the class schedule was changed in comprehensive distance 
learning due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the nine-week quarter was a very limited time frame 
SOCIAL STUDIES DOESN’T HAVE TO BE “BORING” 
 
81 
compared to a typical secondary social studies course. In a full semester class, which this course 
would typically be, there would be more opportunities to develop students’ ability to think 
towards social justice, implement more of a variety of student-centered strategies, and complete 
the cycle of inquiry outlined in the C3 Framework more than once. My cooperating teacher and I 
designed and developed an inquiry for fourth amendment constitutional law, which we hoped to 
implement after the first amendment inquiry, but there were simply not enough classroom hours 
in nine weeks to complete a second inquiry. Developing students’ ability to learn through inquiry 
takes time to scaffold and support. Therefore, going through the C3 Framework for the first time 
with students took a lot of class time.  
 Another clear limitation to this action research is the fact that these strategies were 
implemented in comprehensive distance learning during the Covid-19 pandemic. To create a 
fully student-centered learning environment and implement inquiry-based learning towards 
social justice outcomes on Zoom added complications beyond a normal classroom setting. At the 
time this action research began, the Covid-19 pandemic had been a factor in students’ lives for 
approximately 11 months. Students had been learning online for the entire school year and had 
grown accustomed to particular behaviors. As I observed in other classes, and the classes this 
action research took place in, many students found difficulty in actively learning online with few 
opportunities to collaborate with peers or actively participate in class. These influences from a 
changed learning environment for an entire school year likely impacted the difficulties students 
had transitioning to student-centered strategies online. The online environment also could have 
been an obstacle to student voice and student-centered strategies, because the platform of Zoom 
is very different from a normal classroom. Students are not required to have their cameras on or 
microphones on, and sometimes technology fails. On Zoom, you cannot hear or even see all 
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students, making it difficult to assess student needs in the classroom. This platform also made it 
more complicated for students to talk to one another and collaborate, which was an instrumental 
factor in every aspect of my research. 
Summary 
From this action research, I have developed my own abilities to teach for social justice, 
create a student-centered learning environment, and implement inquiry for social studies based 
on the C3 Framework. I learned the most from the obstacles that I came across as I implemented 
these strategies, as I discovered solutions to these obstacles. I knew that implementing these 
strategies into the classroom would be a challenge for myself and for my students, but by 
implementing these strategies in my teaching during my clinical practice, I have improved not 
only my actual ability to teach using these strategies, but also my self-efficacy for teaching with 
these strategies. Having experience teaching for social justice, creating a student-centered 
learning environment, and implementing inquiry for social studies will positively impact my 
practice going forward because I know what to expect, including possible obstacles, and I have 
begun developing a toolbox of strategies and scaffolds for myself and my students to overcome 
those obstacles. I understand how difficult it can be to create a classroom environment centered 
on social justice outcomes, student-centered learning, and inquiry, but I also have strong 
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Assignment and Rubric for 4th Amendment Essay (fall 2020) 
Drug Testing Policy 
Topic: 
Following an out of town Sunnydale High School Band Trip, several band members reported 
to sponsor Mr. Holland that two students smoked marijuana on the trip.  Mr. Holland reported 
this to Sunnydale School District Officials, who investigated the report but failed to 
substantiate the allegations.  Nevertheless, the report alarmed district officials as they had seen 
prior scant evidence of illegal drug use among Sunnydale students.  In response, the district 
has adopted the following: 
Student Activities Drug Testing Policy: 
• All students seeking to participate in any extracurricular activity, including but not 
limited to Academic Team, Band, Vocal, Dance Team, Cheerleading and Athletics, 
must sign a written consent agreeing to submit to testing for illegal drugs prior to 
participating in the activity, randomly during the year while participating, and at any 
time while participating upon reasonable suspicion. 
• The results of the drug tests shall be placed in confidential files separate from the 
students’ other academic files and shall only be disclosed to those school personnel who 
have a need to know, and shall not be turned over to any law enforcement authorities. 
• Any student whose drug test is positive or who refuses to take a drug test shall be 
ineligible for all extracurricular activities for one semester.  An ineligible student who 













Since adopting the drug testing policy, the following students have lost their eligibility to 
participate in extracurricular activities: 
1. Student A wanted to be on the Chess Team.  However, she was embarrassed about 
submitting a urine sample and refused a drug test. 
2. Student B is a star quarterback.  During the football season, he was randomly tested and 
his sample was positive for methylene-dioxymethamphetamine or MDMA, a chemical 
commonly known as Ecstasy.  He denies taking any drugs, though it is well known that 
he is a wild partier. 
 
 
3. Student C was to be in the school play.  During rehearsals, the sponsor suspected he 
was using drugs and asked student C to submit a drug test.  C did so and tested 
positive for marijuana.  He has Multiple Sclerosis and has a valid medical use license 
for marijuana. 
4. Following Cheerleading try-outs, Student D makes the squad but Student E is named 
the alternate.  At a party following the try-outs, Student E sees Student D taking a hit 
from a marijuana pipe.  E tells the sponsor that she suspects D is using drugs.  The 
sponsor has D take a drug test, which is positive.  D is ineligible for cheerleading and 
E takes her place on the squad. 
Question: 
Many students, parents, and educators are concerned about this policy.  Therefore, the 
Sunnydale School Board has agreed to meet to reconsider its drug testing policy. 
You plan to attend the meeting and participate in the discussion.  In preparation for the 
meeting, choose the perspective of either a student, parent, or educator and prepare a well-
reasoned argument in essay form (persuasive essay), stating whether the person from whose 
perspective you are writing from believes the district should or should not continue with the 
drug testing policy.  In developing your opinion, you may support the need for a drug testing 
policy but you may feel it needs to be altered.  In writing your essay, would you support your 
opinion with at least two arguments that are grounded in the language of what you know 
about the Fourth Amendment, use of Case Law (the law as established by the outcome of 
former cases) and make sure your arguments are properly cited.  A good essay always addresses 
counter arguments, therefore, would you provide at least one. 
 
 











Opinion In Favor of Policy Against Policy  Modify Policy 
Arguments Content Lang. 4th Amend Case Law 
Argument #1   
  
Argument #2   
  
Argument #3   
  
Counter #1   
  
















• Strong thesis, clearly developed; analytical and focused on the question 
• Supports the thesis with substantial and relevant information 
• Understands the complexity of the question 
• Analyzes more than describes 
• Well organized; excellent essay 
• May contain insignificant errors that do not seriously detract from the quality of the essay 
  
7-5 
• Contains a clear thesis 
• Does not understand the complexity of the question 
• Limited analysis; mostly describes 
• Uses some factual information 
• Acceptable organization 
• Many contain minor errors that do not seriously detract from the quality of the essay 
  
4-2 
• Lacks a thesis, or simply restates the question or confused or unfocused thesis; does not take a 
position 
• Has little or no analysis 
• Supporting information superficial, missing or irrelevant 
• Weak organization 
• May contain major errors 
  
1-0 
• May demonstrate an incompetent or inappropriate response 
• May paraphrase the question 
• Little understanding of the question 
• Poorly organized  
 
 




Rubric for Compelling Question (spring 2021) 
 
Are Students Protected by the First Amendment? 
 
Supporting Question 4 - Show What You Know 
Your Task: Construct an argument (detailed outline, poster, one-pager, essay, something of your 
choice) that addresses the compelling question using specific claims and relevant evidence from 
historical and contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views.  
 
Rubric 
 Advanced (5) Emerging (3) Needs Work (1) 
Specific Claim A central, precise claim 
clearly answers the 
prompt. 
A central claim is 
partially developed or 
answers part of the 
prompt.  
 
There is no clearly 
stated claim to 
answer the prompt.  
Organization Organization supports 
a coherent and 
convincing argument. It 
is clear for your viewer 
to follow. 
There are clearly 
presented related 
claims, reasons, and 
evidence. 
Organization guides 
your viewer through 
parts of the argument. 
  
The argument is 
loosely organized. 
Claims and evidence 
lack clear 
connections.  
Use of Relevant 
Evidence  
The argument cites 
relevant sources that 
address each of our 
supporting questions 
(at least one source 





explained to thoroughly 
develop and 
convincingly support 
the claim.  
 
The argument cites 
relevant sources 
addressing most of 
our supporting 
questions. The claim 




There is little 
evidence from 
relevant sources cited 
in the argument. Our 
supporting questions 
are not addressed.  
 
SOCIAL STUDIES DOESN’T HAVE TO BE “BORING” 
 
94 
Perspectives An alternate 
perspective or 
competing view is 
developed, and refuted 




competing view is 
included, but not 
clearly challenged nor 
integrated into the 
argument. 
Alternate perspective 
or competing view is 
omitted or is not 
clearly related to the 
thesis. 
 
 
 
